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PREFACE

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK is to present in convenient form the prac-
tical techniques of preparing medical literature for publication in
journal or book form. The book is concerned strictly with techniques,
not with literary criticism. .

By medical literature is meant the kind of writing which physicians
and allied scientists have evolved as suitable for communicating clinical
experience and scientific investigation to their colleagues. This kind of
writing is not confused with any other specialized kind of writing.

Some of the information presented in this book can be found else-
where, but the physician would need to look through a number of books
to find it, or to wade through considerable material which is not perti-
nent to his needs. The book also describes in detail other techniques
which authors ordinarily have to learn by time-consuming experience
because these techniques are rarely taught in schools and available
written descriptions are too brief to be very useful to writers. Finally,
the book includes explanations of certain publishers” conventions which
sometimes seem a little arbitrary to authors who have no way of know-
ing the reasons for them; actually most of these conventions are deter-
mined by practical limitations of the printer’s craft, a specialty with
which few authors are likely to be conversant.

The techniques presented in this book are as far as possible repre-
sentative of generally accepted procedures rather than of the personal
preferences of any individual, writer, or publisher. Where differences
of opinion or preferences are likely to occur, these differences are
pointed out. Some methods of writing or of gathering material may
serve more as a point of departure from which authors will work out
methods which suit themselves.

The book is planned to meet the needs of any author of any degree
of experience or skill in writing. It therefore includes some material
which will be useful chiefly to the inexperienced writer who in preparing
for the very demanding profession of medicine may have had relatively
little time to develop skills in a second specialty, that of assembling
material for a paper, and writing it in professional form. A more
experienced man may find the book useful only for special purposes.
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viii Preface

For example, a man who has written a large number of highly success-
ful papers may find some suggestions which will somewhat simplify his
work when he first undertakes a book. Or a man who is using a large
series of illustrations for the first time may be uncertain just how to
mark them so that they will be correctly placed with reference to his
written text. A man with excellent basic skills in writing may need
some special information on proofreading when his first galley proofs
come back from the editor.

Since doctors are very busy men, every effort has been made to make
the book convenient for reference purposes. Techniques are presented
as far as possible in the order in which writers actually use them. Most
chapters are short, headings are numerous, and the text is written as
concisely as possible. Techniques which can be most easily explained
by means of illustrations are illustrated.

While the book is planned primarily for doctors, it may also be
useful to certain other people who are also concerned with work on
strictly medical literature. Foremost among these is the doctor’s secre-
tary. Secretarial schools do not teach their students how to type papers
for publication, but many secretaries can learn these techniques rather
quickly, and some can learn also how to save the doctor a certain
amount of work with other smaller details. Some parts of the book
have been written so that the author can at his discretion ask his secre-
tary to study them. The book may also be useful to those who are
teaching medical writing in medical colleges, or to those who assist
physicians in various ways in the preparation of their papers or books.
It may perhaps help to orient the young editor whose training has been
largely in the very different field of journalism. Lastly, the section on
illustrations may contain suggestions for the younger illustrator who
has not yet had time to study his drawings in publications.

Finally, if this book proves useful, a new edition may be needed later.
Any constructive comments or suggestions will be appreciated and care-
fully considered when the time comes for a new edition. The book is
written for doctors, and no-one can know as well as they exactly what
they want from a book on writing.
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INTRODUCTION

DEFINITION OF MEDICAL WRITING

WRITING IS COMMUNICATION, using written words. The first require-
ment is something the author believes is worth communicating; the
second requirement is someone to receive the communication, that is,
a reader. Between the two stand the medium of communication—
written words. Unless these words clearly express what the author has
to say, communication fails, or is unsatisfactory. This definition would,
of course, cover any kind of writing and is therefore not an adequate
definition of medical writing.

The particular way in which any medium of communication is used
always has been—and inevitably always will be—determined by three
considerations: (1) what the author has to say; (2) the people to
whom he wants to say it; (3) the author’s technical skill in using his
medium of communication. In addition, there are always certain pub-
lication conventions developed for the sake of clarity and consistency
which need to be cbserved. Because writers in different fields of knowl-
edge have different material to communicate and wish it to be read by
people with different interests, they naturally select somewhat different
words and put them together somewhat differently. Doctors, lawyers,
historians, novelists, and poets, naturally write differently.

Professional medical writing can be distinguished from other kinds
of writing in terms of the three fundamental determinants of specialized
kinds of writing: subject, reader, and the kind of skill which has been
accepted as suitable to medical communications.

The subject is, of course, medical or allied research or clinical experi-
ence, and the reader is a colleague of the author. The reader, like the
author himself, starts to read a paper or book if the subject is one
which he believes will be useful to him in his own practice or studies.
He continues to read only if he finds that the paper is as valuable as
he had hoped, or approximately so. Unless the reader finds the subject
useful to him and the study valuable nothing will persuade him to
consider that paper “interesting.”
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XX Introduction

Like the author, the reader is a busy man. He is therefore likely to
read even a valuable communication only if it is logically enough or-
ganized and clearly enough written so that he can understand the
content with only a reasonable amount of time and effort. He may
toss aside a paper which is abstrusely written simply because he has not
time to figure out its meaning.

The most successful medical literature is, therefore, factual, rather
formal, concise, somewhat concentrated, logically arranged, clearly
written, and to the popular writer rather "dry.” Doctors like this kind
of writing because they read scientific literature for information and
they do not care to wade through a lot of fancy “writing” to get it.
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