EDITORIALS

Responsibilities of an Editor?

ST Lee,*Fams, MBBS (Adel). FRCS (Edin)

Preparation for Role as Editor

For most societies/institutions, this is an honour that is bestowed upon a member of that organisation upon
retirement of the incumbent editor, or it is an entirely new appointment for the organisation to bring forth the inaugural
issue of the journal.

Whichever is the case, there is usually no formal preparation for the selected candidate to assume the role of editor.
He has to learn and cope with his responsibilities on the job.

Obviously, the organisation that made the selection has possibly based the appointment on the following criteria:

1. his/her track record as an author, academic, researcher or reviewer,

2. past experience on editorial boards, and

3. personal interest in medical “journalology” or “editology”.

These are the terms that possibly do not appear in the English dictionary because they were coined to describe the
new science of medical writing and editing. | was first exposed to the term “journalology” by Stephen Lock a decade
ago when he conducted the 1st Medical Writing and Editing Workshop here in Singapore. The term “editology” is a
Chinese invention-by the China Editology Society of Science Periodicals which began in 1987. They launched a new
journal devoted entirely to the study of the science editing called “Acta Editologica” in 1989. The Society aimed at raising
the knowledge base and training of editors. In 1990, a supplement was brought out with “140 pages of guidance to
editors of Chinese medical journals on everything from the basic rules of Chinese phonetic alphabet to statistical
symbols and also on poetry as a means of transmitting scientific information. The Society has also translated the
Uniform Requirements of the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (The Vancouver Group) into
Chinese”. So maybe aspiring editors or editors new to their job should consider being members of this new Chinese
Society of Editology or be subscribers to “Acta Editologica” !

Responsibilities of Editors

The role of the Editor varies with the type of journal he/she is charged with editing. Obviously, the wider the
circulation of the journal, the greater would be the responsibilities of the Editor.

One can imagine the impact of a lead article or an editorial on a readership of 600,000 physicians throughout the
world (as is the case with JAMA) or the Annals of Internal Medicine with a circulation of 100,000.

However, irrespective of the nature of the circulation/ type of journal, there are common areas of responsibilities that
encompasses all editors be they full-time or part-time editors and also independent of the size of their journal.

They are:

1. Responsibilities to the Society/ Institution that appointed them
2. Responsibilities to the Authors

3. Responsibilities to the Reviewers

4. Responsibilities to the Readers

5. Social Responsibilities

I shall deal with each of these areas of responsibilities in turn and also important issues related to them such as
editorial freedom and integrity.

* Editor and Chairman of Editorial Board
Annals, Academy of Medicine, Sngapore
tPresented at the 4th Workshop on Medical Writing and Editing which was held from 7 to 9 October 1994.
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Relationship with Appointing Body
e “Medical journal owners and editors have a common endeavour, the publishing of a reliable and readable
journal....... (but) the functions of owners and editors, however, are quite different. The owners have the right to
appoint and dismiss editors and to make important business decisions, in which editors should be involved to
the fullest extent possible”.
* “Editors MUST have full authority for determining the editorial content of the journal”.

e  “The concept of editorial freedom should be resolutely defended by editors even to the extent of placing their
(editorial) position at stake”.

e “Medical journal editors should have a contract that clearly states the editor’s rights and duties in addition to the

general terms of the appointment and defines mechanisms for resolving conflict.”

¢ “An independent editorial advisory Board may be useful in helping the editor establish and maintain editorial

policy”.

« “All editors and editor’s organisations have the obligation to support the concept of editorial freedom and to

draw major transgressions of such freedom to the attention of the international medical community”.

These are abstracts from the statement made by the Vancouver Group and published in JAMA, Vol 260 No 17 in 1988.
This was unanimously approved by all the leading editors of major circulation journals and | suggest that all editors
should be familiar with this statement especially in their relationship with their appointing bodies.

George Lundberg' editor of JAMA, had mentioned in his editorial commentary on this important statement, that
readers, the public, patients should be able to put their trust implicitly in our peer-reviewed journals, in the knowledge
that owners of journals “will not interfere with the editorial product in order to serve their own sef-interest”.

Fortunately with the Annals, Academy of Medicine, Singapore in all my years as Editor’ and as a member of the editorial
board, these questions of editorial freedom and integrity have never arisen. The Editor has the responsibility to uphold
and maintain the goals and objectives of the Organisation that he/she serves. These are included in the article and
memoranda of the Academy which are:

1. To advance the art and science of medicine

2. To discuss medical and scientific problems

3. To maintain and promote the highest standards of professional practice

4. To foster and sustain postgraduate education

5. To maintain a high code of ethical conduct amongst its members

6. To represent the opinions of the members of Academy of Medicine

7. To protect the interest and dignity of the Academy of Medicine

The relationship of the Editor with the appointing body should be one of mutual respect-responsibilities of
upholding the good name of the organisation versus editorial freedom. Both should understand that the profession

as well as the public demand the truth (or as correct as humanly possible) in the contents of the journal at all times and
this is only possible if editorial freedom is preserved.

Responsibilities to Reviewers/ Authors

For journals which believe in the blinding of peer-review process such as the Annals, Academy of Medicine, Singapore,
the responsibility of maintaining confidentiality is an important one.

Authors’ manuscripts should be respected as their private property. The ideas contained within, the results of
months or years of research which are still unpublished-must be protected and treated with the greatest care and
confidentiality.

Reviewers should be reminded by editors to treat authors’ manuscripts as confidential documents. Just as editors
maintain the confidentiality of referees’ reports, so referees themselves should remember that they are confidential
advisors to the editor.

All authors expect a quick response from the editor. The turn around time for an article submitted to the Annals is
about 6 to 12 months. Authors need to have an understanding of the lengthy but necessary peer-review process so that
their relationship and communication with the editor can always remain cordial and objective. Afterall, no editor
would wish to delay a publication if at all possible and such delays are usually inevitable due to nature of the editorial
review process.
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Social Responsibilities of Editors
Medical journals are directed in the main at physicians but, at the same time, they have tremendous impact on patient

care and therefore the public. Editors must be aware of their role as medical educators and transmitters of accurate,
reliable and peer-reviewed information for the general community, thereby assuming an important social role.

Editors of wide circulation journals such as JAMA? take upon themselves these social responsibilities by:
1. fostering debate on controversial issues that affect the public such as alcoholism, psychoactive drugs, boxing,

prevention of nuclear war, state-sponsored torture;
2. promoting higher standards of medical journalism so that public is better informed; and

3. providing a critique of new diagnostic and therapeutic technology.
Finally
The Editor’s prime responsibility must be towards good science and new knowledge that can be provided to the

readers within a reasonable time-frame.
In order to ensure that the information given to our readers are the most accurate, up-to-date and reliable, we need

to be critical of authors as well as the peer-review process itself. In guarding the guardians, hopefully we can
disseminate the best science to all our readers.
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