Editorials

The role of journals in enhancing health research in

developing countries

Hooman Momen'

Enhancing the scientific and techno-
logical capacity of the developing world
is once again on the global agenda: a new
report by the InterAcademy Council
(IAC), an organization created in 2000
by 90 of the world’s leading science
academies, was presented to the Secre-
tary-General of the United Nations on

5 February 2004 ([). This report follows
others that were more specifically related
to the field of health, by the Commission
on Health Research for Development
(COHRED) in 1990 (2) and the Global
Forum for Health Research in 1999 (3).
These reports focused on sustainable
solutions requiring the commitment
of governments, funding and academic
institutions; progress in achieving their
aims has been modest and slow.

Scientific journals play a central
role in the dissemination of research
results; at the same time, the importance
of scientific publication in advancing
the careers of research scientists has given
them — particularly the top interna-
tional journals — increased possibilities
to influence research priorities (4).

Can scientific journals and their editors,
therefore, use this influence to help
quicken the pace and galvanize health
research in developing countries?

A recent meeting of editors of
over 30 medical journals, convened by
WHO in Geneva, discussed this chal-
lenge with specific reference to mental
health research. The joint statement
issued at the meeting is published in
this issue of the Bulletin (5). Although
the statement is addressed to the disci-
pline of mental health, its principles and
suggestions could equally apply to any
field of health research.

Access to the international scien-
tific and technical literature has several
facets. Researchers in developing coun-
tries require access not only as readers
but also as authors: for them to feel
part of the global science community
they need not only to obtain informa-
tion but also to be able to contribute to
it and take part in the global discourse.
The low participation of developing-
country researchers in the output of the
international literature is widely recog-

nized and is a problem which editors
of international journals are in a unique
position to influence. The catalogue of
ideas included in the joint statement
contains a number of useful suggestions
as to how editors and their journals
could assist in stimulating health research
in low- and middle-income countries.

The Bulletin is an international
journal of public health, and we there-
fore choose articles which we consider
have global appeal. In addition, the
journal receives the majority of its sub-
missions from developing-country
authors and tries, within its resources,
to stimulate publication by these authors
without creating double standards.
Papers are never rejected by the Bulletin
on the grounds of English language,
grammar or syntax but on the basis of
not being original or lacking interna-
tional importance or scientific rigour.
All accepted articles undergo thorough
technical editing, which is of particular
help to authors whose mother tongue
is not English. More can be done,
however, and the Bulletin’s editorial
committee will be discussing a number
of suggestions during the coming year.
These range from creating new sections
in the Bulletin with more appeal to
developing-country authors and offering
training to editors, to increasing the
pool of freelance journalists from these
regions for our news stories.

Access to the international health
literature would be more useful if there
were increased coverage by journals of
topics of direct relevance to the health
problems of developing countries. This
requires a conscious choice by editors to
favour these topics, irrespective of the
country of origin of the research. Often,
authors from developing countries who
succeed in publishing in international
journals are scientists who were trained
in industrialized countries and whose
research interests reflects those of the
countries where they did their training
and have their networks of collaboration.
More interest by top journals in the
health problems of developing countries
would positively influence the topics
that such researchers choose to study.

The key to increasing participation
by authors from developing countries in
the international literature, however, is
to increase their skills in designing and
conducting research and in reporting
the results. Although workshops for
authors and researchers can help, strong
national and regional journals are the best
resource for developing these critical skills
on a continuing basis. WHO has fostered
the creation of regional associations of
medical editors in Africa (6) and in the
Eastern Mediterranean region (7). It is
hoped that these and similar national
associations will stimulate an increase
in the quality of regional and national
journals. The community of practice of
authors, reviewers and editors provides
the best training ground to improve the
critical thinking and writing skills of
researchers. The Bulletin has been and
will continue to be active in this area.
As the IAC report states, “enhancing
scientific and technology capacity in
developing countries is truly a necessity
and not a luxury”. W
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