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Editorial

Style matters

We have copied this title from a well known weekly
journal. Does it mean that this piece is about style or
that style is important or both? We all know about
the style of a dress or suit, but what is the ideal style
for a paper and why do technical editors change
words to conform with 'house style'? Swift said
'Proper words in proper places, makes the true
definitions of a style'.1

Papers in scientific journals need to be written in a
style in which the meaning is clear to all readers
including those whose mother tongue is not English.
The house style of a journal ensures uniformity and
avoids unnecessary changes. Technical editors im-
prove the clarity of original papers by removing
ambiguous and imprecise words but they may alter
the nuances of meaning and obscure the sparkle
which readers find attractive in personal styles.
Asher was highly critical of the dull British Medical
Journal of his day and would have been pleased with
his influence on the journal of today.2 In the past, all
papers were written in the passive but the occasional
use of the personal pronoun may encourage a reader
to start a paper on a boring subject.

After this month we shall publish results in
Systeme Internationale (SI) units only and there will

be no conversion factors to the old units. Papers will
be less cluttered with numbers and easier to read.
Other measures will improve clarity. A large
proportion of our papers are now assessed by a
statistical referee as well as a paediatric referee but
detailed statistics, including p values, will be
avoided in the summary which may otherwise
become difficult to read.
The technical editor needs space to introduce

instructions to the printer. This is not possible if the
paper has single spacing and pages are not num-
bered. Papers which are typed so that all the words
on the right hand edge are aligned (justified on the
right) are neat but words are broken and this
introduces ambiguities for the printer. Authors who
ignore advice (page 183) will have their manuscripts
returned to them before assessment.
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