
Editorial

Ensuring the reporting quality of publications in nursing
journals: A shared responsibility?

In this edition of the International Journal of Nursing
Studies we publish a study by Jull and Aye that explores the
effect of endorsement of the CONSORT Statement on the
quality of randomised trials reported in leading nursing
journals (Jull and Aye (2015)). The International Journal of
Nursing Studies, which has long supported a variety of
reporting guidelines, is one of the journals included in the
review.

CONSORT stands for Consolidated Standards of Report-
ing Trials. The CONSORT Statement, originally published in
1996, was revised most recently in 2010 (Schulz et al.,
2010). It comprises guidance for reporting randomised
controlled trials and a checklist, specifying the essential
content for a report of a randomised controlled trial. The
original CONSORT Statement referred to individually
randomised trials but subsequently other guidelines were
developed covering, for example, cluster randomised
studies (Campbell et al., 2012).

The rationale for the development of the CONSORT
Statement was that in order to practice evidence based
medicine it is necessary to determine the quality of the
research providing that evidence.

Randomised, controlled trials, when appropriately
designed, conducted, and reported, represent the gold
standard in evaluating health care interventions.
However, randomised trials can yield biased results if
they lack methodological rigor (1). To assess a trial
accurately, readers of a published report need complete,
clear, and transparent information on its methodology
and findings. (Schulz et al., 2010p 726).

That means that reports of research have to contain
sufficient information to allow a reader to determine its

validity. However, many studies in both medical and
nursing journals have shown that reports of randomised
controlled trials frequently fail to include information that
is essential to consider when assessing validity (Chan and
Altman, 2005; Smith et al., 2008). After it was first released,
the CONSORT Statement was rapidly adopted and
endorsed by leading medical journals. A systematic review
of comparative studies suggested that the quality of trial
reports in medical journals adopting the statement did
improve (Plint et al., 2006) with the reporting of some, but
not all aspects of trials significantly better in journals that
adopted the CONSORT Statement.

In the study reported in this issue, Jull and Aye reviewed
randomised controlled trials published in 2012 in the top
15 nursing journals, rated by 5 year impact factor. They
conclude that many trials published in nursing journals
provide insufficient information for assessment of the key
quality measures advocated by the CONSORT Statement.
Of the journals considered in the paper, seven (including
the International Journal of Nursing Studies) were classi-
fied as CONSORT promoting journals.

While journals that promoted the CONSORT statement
generally had more complete reporting than those which
did not, for most aspects assessed the difference was small.
Reporting of allocation concealment was poor, whether
journals endorsed CONSORT or not, with only 34% of
papers giving adequate detail to assess validity. This is
important because inadequate concealment of allocation
in trials is associated with selection bias (either deliberate
or inadvertent) and consequent overestimation of treat-
ment effects (Schulz et al., 1995). The 41% increase odds
ratios associated with inadequate allocation concealment
found by Schultz is greater than for some of the more
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widely recognised (and better reported) aspects of trial
design such as blinding or the generation of the random
sequence itself. These findings echo similar studies in
medical journals although endorsement of CONSORT by
those journals does seem to be associated with improve-
ment in reporting allocation concealment (Plint et al.,
2006). By contrast the only area that seemed to be
substantially better in nursing journals endorsing CON-
SORT compared to those that do not was the inclusion of a
diagram showing participant flow through a trial (Table 1).

Thus it seems that the CONSORT Statement may not
have had a major impact upon the quality of reporting
nursing research, even in those journals that actively
endorse it. This is unfortunate because it means that the
rigour of many studies published in nursing journals
cannot be assessed and so must be considered as having
a risk of bias even if in reality the studies were carried
out rigorously. We simply cannot know. Jull and Aye,
with some justification, place the responsibility for
improving the quality of reporting research studies upon
the journal editors and reviewers, whom they feel
should be more proactive in ensuring that the quality
of reporting research meets industry standards which, for
randomised controlled trials is, in effect, the CONSORT
Statement.

Readers might object that this discussion is of marginal
relevance to nursing research because randomised con-
trolled trials comprise only a small part of the research
published. This may be true but reporting guidelines exist
for many forms of research. As a journal we endorse their
use. While reporting of other designs may be less
rigorously researched, our experience as editors suggests
that incomplete reporting is not restricted to reports of
randomised controlled trials. The equator network (www
equator-network.org) provides an excellent resource for
reporting guidelines for many study types.

Reporting guidelines endorsed by the International
Journal of Nursing Studies include:

� Observational cohort, case control and cross sectional

studies: STROBE—strengthening the reporting of obser-
vational studies in epidemiology (von Elm et al., 2008).
� Quasi-experimental/non-randomised evaluations: TREND—

transparent reporting of evaluations with non-random-
ised designs, (Des Jarlais et al., 2004).
� Randomised (and quasi-randomised) controlled trial:

CONSORT—consolidated standards of reporting trials
(Schulz et al., 2010).
� Study of Diagnostic accuracy/assessment scale: STARD—

standards for the reporting of diagnostic accuracy
studies (Bossuyt et al., 2003).

� Systematic Review of Controlled Trials: PRISMA—preferred
reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-
analyses (Moher et al., 2009).
� Systematic Review of Observational Studies: MOOSE—

meta-analysis of observational studies in epidemiology
(Stroup et al., 2000).

We also ask qualitative researchers to consult COREQ
(Tong et al., 2007) (consolidated criteria for reporting
qualitative research) and for reviews ENTREQ (enhancing
transparency in reporting the synthesis of qualitative
research) (Tong et al., 2012), although we do not formally
endorse them or require their use. Other guidelines are
emerging all the time. We recently became the first journal
to publish the SAMPL guidelines (statistical analyses and
methods in the published literature) for reporting statisti-
cal methods (Lang and Altman, 2015), and have also
published guidelines on reporting the development and
evaluations of complex interventions in health care
(Möhler et al., 2012) and Guidelines for Reporting
Reliability and Agreement Studies (GRRAS) (Kottner
et al., 2011a,b; Kottner et al., 2011a,b). Other recent
guidelines highly relevant to papers published in this
journal relate to the better reporting of interventions,
providing a template for intervention description to permit
replication (the TIDieR checklist and guide) (Hoffmann
et al., 2014). These newer guidelines may not, as yet, be
supported by the same degree of consensus as the
CONSORT guidance, but they provide a useful framework
for determining the completeness of reporting for most
types of study and we are beginning to see their influences
in papers that we publish (Griffiths and Norman, 2013;
Klaus et al., 2013).

With all these helpful guidelines available, how can
editors and reviewers improve the quality of reporting, and
what responsibilities lie with the authors themselves?
Journal endorsement of the CONSORT Statement and other
guidelines is a start, but clearly, as we have seen, it is not
enough. Loder and Penzien (2009) addressed this problem
for medical journals by suggesting that editors work more
closely with their reviewers to stress the importance of
using endorsed guidelines as a framework for reviewing
the quality of submitted papers.

Peer review has an important role in determining
publication quality, yet reviewers are seldom given
guidance about how to review for particular journals.
Both the authors of this editorial are reviewers for many
journals, nursing, medical, health service research, but we
rarely receive any guidance on what an editor expects in
terms of a review. Like many reviewers we learned the
craft by looking at the reviews of the same articles written
by the other reviewers. This is an extraordinarily valuable

Table 1

Completeness of reporting aspects of the CONSORT reporting guidelines for randomised controlled trials published in leading nursing journals in 2012

(data from Jull and Aye (2015)).

Journal group n Trials Sequence

generation

n (%)

Allocation

concealment

n (%)

Blinding

n (%)

Completeness

of follow-up

n (%)

CONSORT

diagram

n (%)

Baseline

equivalence

n (%)

CONSORT endorsing journals 58 45 (78%) 20 (34%) 41 (71%) 54 (93%) 48 (83%) 50 (86%)

Non-endorsing journals 25 18 (72%) 8 (32%) 16 (64%) 23 (92%) 13 (52%) 22 (88%)
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