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High nonpublication rate from publication professionals
hinders evidence-based publication practices
Luke C Carey, Serina Stretton, Charlotte A Kenreigh, Linda T Wagner, Karen L Woolley

Background.  The need for timely, ethical, and high-quality reporting of clinical trial results has seena
rise in demand for publication professionals. These publication experts, who are not ghostwriters, work
with leading medical researchers and funders around the world to plan and prepare thousands of
publications each year. Despite the involvement of publication professionals in an increasing number
ofpeer-reviewed publications, especially those that affect patient care, there is limited evidence-based
guidance in the peer-reviewed literature on their publication practices. Similar to the push for editors and
the peer-review community to conduct and publish research on publication ethics and the peer-review
process, the International Society for Medical Publication Professionals (ISMPP) has encouraged members
to conduct and publish research on publication planning and practices. Our primary objective was to
investigate the publication rate of research presented at ISMPP Annual Meetings.

Methods.  ISMPP Annual Meeting abstract lists (April 2009 to April 2014) were searched in November
2014 and data were extracted into a pilot-tested spreadsheet. MEDLINE was searched in December 2014
to determine the publication rate (calculated as the % of presented abstracts published as full papers in
peer-reviewed journals). Data were analyzed using the Cochran-Armitage trend test (significance: P <.05)
by an independent academic statistician.

Results.  From 2009 to 2014, there were 220 abstracts submitted, 185 accepted, and 164 presented.
There were only four corresponding publications (publication rate 2.4%). Over time, ISMPP’s abstract
acceptance rate (overall: 84.1%) did not change, but the number of abstracts presented increased
significantly (P = .02). Most abstracts were presented as posters (81.1%) and most research was
observational (72.6%). Most researchers came from the US (78.0%), followed by Europe (17.7%), and the
Asia-Pacific region (11.2%).

Discussion.  Research presented at ISMPP Annual Meetings has rarely been published in peer-reviewed
journals. The high-rate of nonpublication by publication professionals has now been quantified and is of
concern. Publication professionals should do more to contribute to evidence‑based publication practices,
including, and especially, their own. Unless the barriers to publication are identified and addressed, the
practices of publication professionals, which affect thousands of peer-reviewed publications each year,
will remain hidden and unproven.
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26 ABSTRACT

27

28 Background. The need for timely, ethical, and high-quality reporting of clinical trial results has 

29 seen a rise in demand for publication professionals. These publication experts, who are not 

30 ghostwriters, work with leading medical researchers and funders around the world to plan and 

31 prepare thousands of publications each year. Despite the involvement of publication 

32 professionals in an increasing number of peer-reviewed publications, especially those that affect 

33 patient care, there is limited evidence-based guidance in the peer-reviewed literature on their 

34 publication practices. Similar to the push for editors and the peer-review community to conduct 

35 and publish research on publication ethics and the peer-review process, the International Society 

36 for Medical Publication Professionals (ISMPP) has encouraged members to conduct and publish 

37 research on publication planning and practices. Our primary objective was to investigate the 

38 publication rate of research presented at ISMPP Annual Meetings. 

39 Methods. ISMPP Annual Meeting abstract lists (April 2009 to April 2014) were searched in 

40 November 2014 and data were extracted into a pilot-tested spreadsheet. MEDLINE was searched 

41 in December 2014 to determine the publication rate (calculated as the % of presented abstracts 

42 published as full papers in peer-reviewed journals). Data were analyzed using the Cochran-

43 Armitage trend test (significance: P <.05) by an independent academic statistician. 

44 Results. From 2009 to 2014, there were 220 abstracts submitted, 185 accepted, and 164 

45 presented. There were only four corresponding publications (publication rate 2.4%). Over time, 

46 ISMPP’s abstract acceptance rate (overall: 84.1%) did not change, but the number of abstracts 

47 presented increased significantly (P = .02). Most abstracts were presented as posters (81.1%) and 

PeerJ reviewing PDF | (2016:02:8885:0:0:NEW 2 Feb 2016)

Manuscript to be reviewed



48 most research was observational (72.6%). Most researchers came from the US (78.0%), followed 

49 by Europe (17.7%), and the Asia-Pacific region (11.2%). 

50 Discussion. Research presented at ISMPP Annual Meetings has rarely been published in peer-

51 reviewed journals. The high-rate of nonpublication by publication professionals has now been 

52 quantified and is of concern. Publication professionals should do more to contribute to 

53 evidence-based publication practices, including, and especially, their own. Unless the barriers to 

54 publication are identified and addressed, the practices of publication professionals, which affect 

55 thousands of peer-reviewed publications each year, will remain hidden and unproven.

56
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57 INTRODUCTION 

58

59 Rennie and Flanagin warned that the quest to improve publication practices requires “…a 

60 massive and prolonged effort on the part of researchers, funders, institutions, and journal 

61 editors…” (Rennie & Flanagin, 2014). Fundamental to this quest is research on publication 

62 practices. Such research should address important questions, be well-designed, conducted, and 

63 published - in full; published abstracts are insufficient to inform practice (Hopewell et al., 2008). 

64 Conducting and publishing research on publication practices, however, isn’t easy, even for 

65 editors and the peer-review community (Rennie & Flanagin, 2014). Malički and colleagues 

66 reported that “…39% of research presented at Peer Review and Biomedical Publication (PRC) 

67 congresses had not been fully published…” (Malički, von Elm & Marušic, 2014). Publication 

68 professionals work with researchers and funders around the world to plan and prepare thousands 

69 of publications each year (Wager et al., 2014) and have a responsibility to join the research 

70 effort. These experts, who are not ghostwriters, must shine an empirical light on the integrity and 

71 effectiveness of their practices as these practices affect the quality and currency of the medical 

72 literature that influences patient care. Unless publication professionals publish their research 

73 results in peer-reviewed journals, much of what they do remains hidden. Similar to the analyses 

74 of research presented at PRCs (Malički, von Elm & Marušic, 2014), we investigated the 

75 publication rate of research presented at International Society for Medical Publication 

76 Professionals (ISMPP) Annual Meetings.
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78 MATERIALS AND METHODS 

79 This was a retrospective cohort study of ISMPP Annual Meeting abstracts (April 2009 to April 

80 2014).

81

82 Abstract metrics and data were obtained from Current Medical Research and Opinion (CMRO) 

83 Supplements (2009 onwards) and verified against ISMPP records. Submission and acceptance 

84 data were obtained from ISMPP. Corresponding full-text publications were identified by 

85 searching (December 2014) MEDLINE using the first, second, or last author surname and key 

86 terms from the title.

87

88 Abstracts were categorized based on author affiliations and study type. Publication rate was 

89 calculated as the percentage of presented abstracts published as full-text publications in peer-

90 reviewed journals. Data were analyzed by Cochran Armitage trend test. Differences in 

91 acceptance rate, abstracts published, study type, and contributor affiliations were considered 

92 significant at P <.05.
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94 RESULTS 

95 Of 220 abstracts submitted, 185 (84.1%) were accepted for presentation; of these, 164 were 

96 published in CMRO. The publication rate of research presented at ISMPP was 2.4% (4/164; Fig. 

97 1). Of the four abstracts published in full, only one was selected for oral presentation. 

98

99 Most abstracts were presented as posters (133/164; 81.1%). Abstracts described mainly 

100 observational (119/164; 72.6%) or opinion-based (37/164; 22.6%) research; interventional 

101 research was rare (6/164; 3.7%). Over time, the number of abstracts in CMRO increased 

102 significantly (15 in 2009 to 36 in 2014; P = .02); there were no changes in acceptance rate (P = 

103 .44) or study type (observational P = .52, interventional P = .62, opinion P = .82). Abstracts were 

104 submitted by researchers from the US (453/581; 78.0%), Europe (103/581; 17.7%), and the Asia-

105 Pacific region (65/581; 11.2%). Most research was conducted by medical communication 

106 agencies (91/164; 55.5%), rather than healthcare companies (38/164; 23.2%). 
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108 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

109 Research from ISMPP Annual Meetings has rarely been published in peer-reviewed journals. 

110 The publication rate (2.4%) is approximately 25-fold lower compared with research presented at 

111 biomedical conferences (55.9%) (Scherer et al., 2015) and PRCs (60.5%) (Malički, von Elm & 

112 Marušic, 2014) (Fig. 1). For publication professionals to join editors and the peer-review 

113 community in the quest to drive evidence-based improvements in publication practices (Rennie 

114 & Flanagin, 2014), they need to “practice what they preach” – design, conduct, and publish 

115 meaningful and robust research. Doing so would help the broader research community in its 

116 quest to improve publication practices and enable Good Publication Practice guidelines (Battisti 

117 et al., 2015), which many publication professionals follow (Wager et al., 2014), to be based on 

118 evidence, rather than expert opinion. Our study has limitations (including focusing on ISMPP 

119 Annual Meetings), but reinforces that publication professionals, who plan and prepare thousands 

120 of peer-reviewed publications each year, should do more to contribute to evidence-based 

121 publication practices, including, and especially, their own.
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169 FIGURE LEGEND

170

171 Figure 1. Low publication rates from publication professionals versus medical research 

172 community. Abbreviation: ISMPP, International Society for Medical Publication Professionals.
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173 Figure 1
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