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The aim of a surgical specialty’s society is and must always be to promote good science. It must also disseminate it not only to its members, but also to the scientific community as a whole.  It is through these means that a more universal standard of patient care can be achieved.  In order to accomplish this, however, there are several current issues that need addressing by SECEC as sponsoring society of the Journal of Shoulder and Elbow Surgery.    

The concept of a sponsoring society is in itself rather curious.  When one thinks about sponsoring, one tends to conjure up an image of giving money for something in return.  In the context of medical publishing, however, this notion of sponsorship seems unlikely.  The Oxford English Dictionary defines a sponsor as “a person or organisation that pays for or contributes to the costs of an event in return for advertising.
”  In a sense, this definition does apply to sponsoring societies, as sponsoring a particular journal does promote the “brand” validity of a journal.  This idea of “brand” validity is no different from that more commonly seen with other marketable products.  The question that remains though is that of what and how much does the society get in return.  There is relatively little advertisement in journals, yet societies, such as SECEC, are still keen to sponsor sub-specialist journals.  In reward, SECEC only has the ability to nominate a single trustee of the journal, whose ability to shape it is limited and whose editorial decision is remote and quite independent of the society’s members’ contribution to the society.  

In terms of administration, submissions to, and the editorial system of any journal are universally electronic.  The development of this means of processing has reduced the costs of and improved the efficiency of the vetting system.  However, the vetting system, “peer review,” is the bottleneck of the process.  Ignoring the fact that those who are invited to review for journals are often busy professionals at the peak of their career, reviewing and editing a manuscript does take a great deal of time.  In a recent study of the practices of the reviewers for the Journal of Shoulder and Elbow Surgery, 21% of reviewers indicated that they spend more than three hours’ reviewing just one manuscript.  Thus, the suggestion that ten hours’ of professional services work towards each paper published might be somewhat of an underestimate. Many (19%) of the respondents to this questionnaire indicated that they review for three or more journals, and so the reason why the vetting system is the bottleneck of the system is strikingly apparent.  There are mixed opinions as to whether or not reviewers should be paid for their work for a journal.  One respondent commented that although he would like to be compensated for his work, he nonetheless feels ethically obliged to carry out his duties for free for the good of the scientific community. Richard Smith points out in his article about the ethics of publishing medical research that “Reviewers don’t even get credit-because most peer review is still conducted anonymously.
”


A second problem with the peer review process is the issue of duplication. Not only are manuscripts sequentially resubmitted to similar journals, they are also submitted to similar conferences. Thus, the same or very similar papers can be reviewed on more than one occasion with only slightly different or even no acceptance criteria in mind.  It was most interesting to note that in the aforementioned survey of reviewers of the Journal of Shoulder and Elbow Surgery, 46% of respondents indicated that they use an objective scoring system when reviewing manuscripts for publication.  The same or a very similar manuscript may have already been reviewed either for presentation, or for publication, and it would appear to a waste of time and resources to have to examine it for a second time.  

The reviewing process for large annual conferences is an unbelievably large task as hundreds of submissions must be scored to attempt to ensure a high quality scientific congress.  At the end of the process, what is published can be of limited value as abstracts are considered to contain insufficient information to be quoted.  They also may not necessarily reflect the entire data collected in the research, as they are often written in advance of the full paper. Nevertheless, this objective scoring system is methodologically more sound than the peer review system which is largely subjective.  The issue of scoring is difficult, and again could be seen as subjective, yet by defining certain parameters, it would seem to be more acceptable. There has been no study, though, to confirm either method is better than the other, but any objective system must be less open to error, and so a scoring system is preferable.  It must be remembered, though, that this system is not without fault as it is not reproducible. Conversely, it is disappointing to hear that major contributions are presented which are then subsequently published in another commercial journal.

Distinguished scientific societies, for example the Institute of Mechanical Engineers peer review full papers in selecting submissions for presentation at conference.  They then publish accepted full papers as proceedings as an alternative to producing a journal.  The added advantage here is that the problem of seeing one’s paper in print two to three years’ after presentation would be avoided.  Such a system would ensure that members actively engaged with and enforced deadlines set by scientific societies.  Moreover, the paper will have already been evaluated prior to the meeting and the speaker can thus prepare his presentation more rigorously.  Currently, the “proceedings” of SECEC are available online only in abstract form, which is of limited value, as these abstracts may not be quoted in the literature.  

Another issue facing societies sponsoring sub-specialist journals is that they tend to have low impact factors.  This is the very nature of a sub-specialist journal, and it is unlikely that the impact factor will increase significantly.  This raises the question as to exactly why societies, such as SECEC, wish to sponsor journals that will always have low impact factors. It also raises the question as to whether or not the impact factor matters to the society members.

The problem that comes with the journal having a low impact factor largely only affects authors.  Scientists will be less keen to submit manuscripts for journals such as the Journal of Shoulder and Elbow Surgery than say, the British Medical Journal, as they know that their work will not be as frequently cited.  This has resulted in the loss of much good work to other journals, thus decreasing the quality of scholarly material. This problem is illustrated by surgeons working in the former Eastern European states.  In some of these countries, there is a hierarchical system in place for the medical profession. In order to gain promotion, authors must produce a certain number of publications in a given time in a journal with a relatively high impact factor.  Thus, some of the best pieces of work are submitted to journals with higher impact factors in an attempt to advance the careers of certain authors. 

The issue of dissemination is not as straightforward as it might seem.  Mailing journals to subscribers is far too expensive, yet it still continues today.  Subscriptions are impossible for libraries due to the sheer cost involved and, as Smith rightly notes, knowing that some academic libraries cannot do without journals, publishers charge huge prices for them.
 Libraries are now falling into economic trouble and as a consequence, some are finding that they have to cancel subscriptions, thus hindering the dissemination of scientific material.  Very few people read printed versions of journals nowadays, as they are less accessible than electronic versions and are prohibitively expensive for libraries, surgical departments and individuals. This begs the question as to why journals are still printed, particularly given the environmental concerns over paper use.  

It would thus seem logical that journals be produced in PDF format.  If journals soon become entirely web-based, we already have a sufficiently high quality of search engines to be able to support such a move.  There are now so many excellent search engines that it is no longer true that “PubMed is the greatest gift after jazz by the Americans!”  It is entirely plausible that PubMed might be replaced by Google, as Google Scholar already receives much scientific traffic and has very good scientific search engines.

There is fierce debate over the subject of the ethics of medical publishing. Whilst at first this concept might seem rather curious, there are several principles that it would appear are being broken by publishing companies who make profits from the dissemination of scholarly material.  One could argue with some force that it is wrong for companies, such as Reed Elsevier, to exploit the scientific community for capital gain.  Indeed the question as to why it is the publishers who should make money from journals is a valid one, as although assigning copyright equals ownership, surely it is the researchers, authors and grant-giving bodies who should reap the rewards of a good study.  

Another issue that must be dealt with is the costs of the whole process.  We already know that it takes ten hours’ of professional services just to get one article published but this raises a further question about who it is who should pay for these costs.  The costs are numerous and include mailing, copy editing, editorial assistants, printing, subscriptions and advertising.  Many would argue that it is the author who should pay for such services, but in response, one could say that this might dissuade potential authors from writing good scholarly material in fear of the enormous ensuing costs.  Several concepts have recently been developed to do with eliminating the costs. This is, it would appear, an important area in the future of medical publishing.

One of the most interesting concepts is that of Open Access Journals. This is the idea that all medical and scientific research should be made available to anybody for free on the internet.  This would achieve a low-cost dissemination of scholarly material throughout the scientific community as a whole and in doing so would thus be satisfying the aims of sponsoring societies. These journals can be facilitated by the activities of the Public Knowledge Project which aims to improve the quality of research by implementing new technologies and in doing so, to ameliorate scholarly quality and public accessibility.

Economic constraints on conventional journals limit the number and contents of individual papers. The expense of printing either issues or papers, balanced by subscriptions and advertising revenue, restricts the amount of material that can be published. This is a punitive problem for expanding sub-specialist areas where there is often a surge of activity in scientific endeavours. The only viable system, therefore, is electronic publishing with conventional objective peer review.

Overall, the need for improvement is evident.  There are numerous problems associated with sub-specialist journals and these must be solved if important journals, such as the Journal of Shoulder and Elbow Surgery, are to live on.  The work of such sub-specialist journals is, it would appear, vital and most valuable indeed to the scientific community as a whole.  Thus, it would be a great shame if changes were not implemented sooner rather than later.  Otherwise, manuscripts will simply by-pass such journals, leading to their eventual extinction.  

The views expressed in this document are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the trustees or the editorial board of the Journal of Shoulder and Elbow Sugery.
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