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1. Introduction
You’ve put the work in, completed your dissertation or small research project, goal achieved, 
course completed and now what?  A big sigh of relief, a sense of never wanting to see it again 
or a niggle that you need to do something more with it?

Many health professionals do great small research projects, the results of which deserve to be 
in the public domain and shared. But somehow it just doesn’t seem to happen. Life moves on, 
other things take priority or doubts creep in about whether or not it’s ‘good enough’ to share 
more widely. Will anyone be interested? What are my options? Is there any help out there? 
What if I’ve done something wrong?

Ok, so realistically any output from a small research project is unlikely to make it into the top 10 
academic health journals. However, there are plenty of other options open to you and we are 
here to encourage you to take the next step.

Indeed, if you have involved other people in your project they probably took part on the 
assumption that they would be making a difference to people in similar positions to themselves. 
We’re sure helping you to complete your course was in their thinking somewhere but it wasn’t 
the only thing. They wanted/expected you to share your findings, to make a contribution to 
knowledge and perhaps, in some small way, to change practice in whatever field you were 
studying. This will not happen if you walk away from your project once you have achieved your 
qualification and do nothing with it or use the insights you obtained to support only your 
personal practice.

We know taking this step can be a challenge because we have each taken it and supported 
others in taking it too. Between us, we have a wide range of skills, expertise and perspectives to 
share with you. We have written everything from posters to papers, blogs to books, international 
presentations to award-winning feature films.

Our aim is to encourage you to see the value in the work that you have done, to think about the 
range of options that are open to you in terms of how you can share it with a wider audience 
and to cajole and champion you in taking that step and putting your work out there in the big 
wide world. This is why we have written this ‘Friendly Guide’.

Lynne, Rob and Jenny



2.Quietening your inner critic
You may be wondering ‘why start here?’ A good question to ask. The reason? Because the voice 
of our inner critic is a voice which, if we listen to it, can stop us from moving forward for a long 
time. It is a voice familiar to us all, especially when we start to think about moving out of our 
comfort zone. It is the self-talk we can engage in which says things like:

• ‘You’re project is too small for people to be interested’
• ‘You’re grammar and spelling are atrocious’
• ‘You haven’t got time to do this’
• ‘No-one will want to listen to your talk’
• ‘If you submit the poster no one will come to talk to you’

This is the voice of our inner critic. The voice of self-doubt whose mission is well intentioned, to 
keep us in a safe and familiar place where we won’t get hurt or put ourselves in danger. The voice 
that becomes louder and more anxious when we start to stretch ourselves into new territory and 
the voice that can literally sabotage our journey before it even begins.

Maybe in the past people have told you that you need to be more confident, as if that is something 
you can just go out and be. We would like to suggest another way of thinking about this.  

Instead of trying to become more confident, perhaps it’s time to rethink your relationship with self-
doubt.  Who wouldn’t feel nervous about opening their work up to public scrutiny or sharing it with 
someone for the first time? But we want to encourage you, at this point in your reading, to pause 
for a moment and do some work to quieten the voice of your inner critic because our guess is that 
this is one of the things which is holding you back. Before going any further it’s important to 
understand that the aim here is not to get rid of your inner critic but to learn two things:

1. To recognise it for what it is when it shows up

2. To develop some simple techniques to turn down its volume.



Recognising the voice of your inner critic
Let’s begin with some ways of starting to recognise when your inner critic is talking:

• it uses words like ‘should, can’t, ought, won’t’ 
• it has a tendency to close things down ‘you can’t do this’, ‘your abstract won’t be accepted’
• the things it says are harsh and mean (things that you wouldn’t say to your best friend)
• it focuses on problems not solutions
• it takes big leaps of association (you never got great grades for your assignments and so 

you know you aren’t good at writing)

Realistic versus inner critic thinking
Some people feel that their inner critic is helpful. It is the thing that motivates them e.g. if you’re 
inner critic tells you that your writing isn’t good enough it motivates you to do more revisions and 
polishing. However, a couple of things to point out. being motivated by your inner critic usually 
means you are being motivated by something stressful or anxiety provoking which is not great for 
your health and well-being. Also it is has a tendency to lead you down a path of endless rewriting 
or polishing when it is time to let your work go e.g. I need to do another draft before I send it in. 
The reason it is tempting to think this is because it is easy to mix up inner critic thinking with 
realistic thinking. The challenge is being able to distinguish between the two. Here are a few 
examples of how they differ:

As you can see the voice of realistic thinking is curious and explores possibilities and options, it 
moves you forward and is less hysterical and black and white in what it says. 

Inner Critic Talk Realistic Thinking

Your writing isn't good enough It’s been good enough to get me where I am today.  
What support do I need with this style of writing?

If you submit an abstract it won’t get accepted I will never know until I try and my chances are as 
good as anyone elses.

You really think you can stand up in public and 
present this

I know I will be nervous and might need some help 
to pull it together but it’s important to do this

If you present this at your Trust R&D day there 
won’t be any other AHPs there, and you’ll be on 
your own.

It will be great to flag up in the Trust the work that 
AHPs are doing. It’s not all about the medics. What 
do I need to do to make my work accessible to 
them?

You’re going to get some really bad reviews I might get good or bad reviews that shouldn’t stop 
me for submitting my work.  What’s the worst that 
can happen?

You haven’t got time to do this How am I going to find the time to do this?

You'll never be able to afford to go to the meeting 
to present your work.

Who do I need to talk with to find out possible 
sources of funding?



Let’s do some work. 

Visualisation techniques to turn down the volume of your 
inner critic
Give it an identity 
1. Look back over the comments you have written from the perspective of your inner critic. 
2. Imagine what kind of character would say such things? It might be a person, a cartoon 

character, an animal, a shape, whatever works for you. 
3. What words would describe it e.g. bossy, mean, overpowering, people-pleasing? 
4. What kind of voice does it speak with? 
5. Take a piece of paper and draw it. Be as curious as you can be here, give it a colour, imagine 

its voice. 
6. When you have done that draw it, describe it, give it a name. 

This exercise will give you a quick way of recognising it when it shows up and a way of being 
playful with it, to rob it’s voice of it’s power.

Get it out of the room 
When you are aware that your inner critic is present one way of quietening it is to get it out of the 
room. Start by acknowledging its’ presence. Imagine taking it by the hand (or whatever else you 
can grab hold of), thanking it for caring about you then walk it out of the room. Close the door and 
sigh.

Make it small  
Another technique is to make it small. Visualise it and then imagine it drinking from the ‘shrink me’ 
bottle from Alice in Wonderland. Watch as it gets smaller and smaller. As it shrinks imagine its 
shout becoming a whisper then a barely audible squeak.

Assign it to the bin.  

What are you telling yourself? 
To help you to get to know and recognise your inner critic, grab a pen and 
paper and jot down the kinds of things that your inner critic is saying to you 
right now as you think about putting some of your work into the public 
domain. 

How is it questioning and mocking you? What are you telling yourself that 
makes you doubt your ability to do this? Now revisit what you have written. 
What would this look like if, for each comment, you wrote from a realistic 
perspective? 



If you notice that you are having lots of inner critic thoughts another way of quietening them down 
is to literally get them out of your head. Write each one down on a scrap of paper - then one by 
one screw them up and put them in a bin. Then put the bin outside of the room.
Check in with what it is trying to protect you from 
Don’t hate it. Our inner critic is, in its own misguided way, doing its best to keep us safe from 
harm. It has our best intentions at heart. If you think about the things it says to you when you are 
thinking of putting your work into the public domain take a moment to consider what it is trying to 
protect you from. Maybe it doesn’t want you to fail, or to put yourself under too much pressure. 

Another approach to quietening it is to reassure it that you know what you are doing. Therefore  
when it shows up spend a few minutes thinking about what it is trying to protect you from. Thank it 
for its concern and for looking out for you and then reassure it: ‘I’ve got this covered’. It doesn’t 
need a running commentary.

3. What does it mean to you to go public?
It’s likely that, up until now, your supervisor, your fellow students or your immediate team are 
the only people who have seen your work. You will no doubt have had feedback from them 
but that isn’t quite the same as putting your work ‘out there’ is it? This feels different. 

It is an important and exciting step to take. When you put your work into the public domain it 
takes on a life of its own, it is making a statement about something important to you, 
something you have invested time, energy and brain power in to bringing to fruition. 

In some instances, like submitting an abstract to a conference or writing a paper for a 
publication, you are opening your work up to the judgement of others through the peer 
review process. If you present it at a conference you’re inviting the questions of others and if 
you self-publish it is open for the world to see and comment on. 

There’s a temptation at this point for your inner critic to pipe up with all the worst case 
scenarios. It will take you straight to the ‘reject’ email, the difficult question that you won’t be 
able to answer or your knees and voice shaking as you stand up to give a presentation. This 
is why it’s important to know how to quieten your inner critic and do some realistic thinking. 



Let’s do some work 
 

If you find yourself wavering at this or any point when you are thinking of writing or 
presenting pause for a minute. 

Reconnecting with your purpose 

When you come to the end of a long piece of work it is so easy to loose sight of why you 
did it. You will have spent hours developing the proposal, maybe going through ethical 
approval, gathering and analysing data and then doing all the writing. A natural reaction is 
to want to put it away and not look at it for a while. But before you do that let’s do a bit of 
thinking and reconnect. 

1. Find a quiet place and spend a few minutes thinking about the following questions:

• What inspired you to do this work in the first place? 

• What was exciting about it?

• What would it feel like to honour the contribution that others have made to your 
work? Imagine yourself sending them an email to tell them it has been published or 
that you have presented it at a meeting.

• When you think about your project what are you proud of?

2. Really connect with those feelings. 

3. Standing in this place how does it feel now to think about doing something more with 
your work? 

You may not be sure what that something is right now but can you hear a voice calling 
you? 

Given that you are reading this guide we suspect it already has. It’s just a case of 
amplifying it to the point at which it can’t be ignored and you spring into action.

Do some realistic thinking 
If your inner critic is having a field day go back to the previous section and draw 
yourself a realistic thinking table. Jot down all the things your inner critic is saying to 
you at this moment and then challenge each comment with some realistic thinking. 



Reasons to go public
Here are our thoughts on why it’s important to make your work public:

• you have the potential to make a contribution and difference to your field of practice
• you will be fulfilling the wishes/expectations of people who may have taken part in 

your project
• your work may have the potential to inform a change in practice and improve 

services
• it will avoid other people repeating what you have already done, instead they can 

build on it
• it may have the potential to contribute to the evidence base of an aspect of practice 
• it can inform the next piece of research you do, acting as a pilot study
• it has the potential to demonstrate the value and contribution of your work to 

managers and funders
• it can strengthen any funding application you make to take your work onto the next 

level
• it assigns value to the work you have undertaken
• it contributes to your CV and demonstrates that you are active and engaged in 

research
• it has the potential to strengthen any application you may make for funding to 

support conference attendance or a personal fellowship
• it gives an external profile to your team or organisation

Are you convinced yet?



4. Some questions to think about
There are a range of options open to you when you decide to make your work public and, to some 
extent, which one you choose will depend on the size and quality of your study. We are assuming 
here that we are talking about outputs from masters or undergraduate dissertations or small 
clinical research projects and service evaluations. Here are some things to think about.

How do I know if it’s good enough to present or publish?
This is a difficult one for us to answer because we haven't seen your work. Therefore the first thing 
to say is seek advice from someone who has seen it, or is willing to see it and pass comment. 

If you’ve undertaken the work as part of an academic programme the obvious person to ask is the 
person who supervised you. They will have a pretty good understanding of the quality of what you 
have done, the different options open to you and the best place to try. As your supervisor and 
collaborator they will have their own ideas about how, when and where to make the work public.

If this option is not open to you then find a colleague who can advise. This may be someone in 
your team or department who has already presented or published work, it may be someone in the  
research and development department of your organisation or it may be someone in a local 
network such as the Council for Allied Health Professionals Research Network. 

If you are thinking about submitting your work to a journal or a professional newsletter there will be 
guidance on the relevant website about the kind of work they accept. Have a look at previous 
editions of the publication to get a feel for the kinds of things they publish. For example if you are 
aiming for an academic journal and you have undertaken a small qualitative study can you find 
examples of similar work being published? If not this may be an indication that this particular 
journal may not be the best choice.

If, having read that guidance, you are still unsure, another option is to send an abstract of your 
work to the editor asking if they would be interested in seeing the full paper. This is a great way of 
ensuring that you don’t put a lot of effort into something that a specific editor would not consider 
publishing. Don’t worry about doing this as editors usually welcome such approaches as it actually 
saves them a lot of work in reviewing manuscripts which are not relevant for their publication. A 
point to add here is that if they respond with, ‘no thank you’ it is not a reflection on your work it is 
an indication that it just doesn’t fit with their specific journal.

If you are thinking of submitting your work to present at a conference guidance will be provided on 
the call for abstracts and conference website regarding the categories for submission. You need to 
make sure that you work is relevant to one of the categories of submission that has been 
identified. 

Should I submit my work to a journal?
We absolutely want you to aim for the best but we also want to encourage you to be realistic so 
that you are more likely to get a positive outcome. Anyone who has edited an academic journal 
will tell you that quite a few papers are rejected before they even go to review because the study 
is too small to stand a chance of getting published in that journal.

Without going into too much detail we want to help you to understand a little about why submitting 
you work to a top flight journal may not be the best option for small studies.



The quality of academic journals is judged by something called an impact factor rating. Think of 
this like an international league table for journals. The higher the impact factor the more 
prestigious, in academic terms, the journal. Impact factors are important to journals, important to 
researchers and important to the academic community. 

If a researcher wants to demonstrate the quality and impact of their work they must aim to publish 
in a journal with the highest possible impact factor in their field. They will be encouraged, and 
indeed assessed by their university and potential funding bodies, on the number of papers they 
have published and the impact factor of the journals they have published in.

To give you some idea of the range of impact factors, at the time of writing this guide, one of the 
highest rated medical journals is the New England Journal of Medicine with an impact factor of 
72.406. The British Medical Journal has an impact factor of 20.7. The majority of journals relevant 
to health professionals have much lower impact factors, for example, Physiotherapy 3.01 and the 
British Journal of Occupational Therapy 0.601 and some journals have no impact factor at all. If 
you want to check out the impact factor of a journal they are usually quoted on the journal website.

At this point you might be thinking ‘great’ I’ll go for the journal with the highest impact factor. But, 
for small studies this may not be the right approach. The world of academic publishing is 
competitive and journals work hard to obtain, maintain and increase their impact factors which are 
reassessed on a regular basis. 

There are a wide range of criteria which influence the award of an impact factor including things 
like the number of articles published in the journal that have been awarded funding from major 
research funding bodies, the quality of the research published and its potential to make a 
significant contribution to its field. 

This is why journals may reject small scale pilot projects undertaken without external funding and 
this is why we are encouraging you strongly to seek advice before embarking on this route for a 
small scale project. 

Before making a decision about which journal to submit your work to check out the options open 
to you. There is often more than one journal to consider. Have a look at their websites and go 
back through previous copies to get a feel for the kind of articles they publish.

If you reach the conclusion that your work is not appropriate for submission to a journal don’t give 
up at this point there are plenty of other options to consider and we explore some of them in 
section 5.



Do other people need to be named on the work?
A tricky water to navigate, and one which is often overlooked, if you are doing this for the first time,  
is the question of whose names need to appear on any public output from your work. It is likely 
that a number of people have been involved in your work and therefore when, if and where to 
publish or present the work and the order in which authors names appear on the output needs to 
be discussed and agreed with the team.

Why is authorship important? 
First and foremost because everyone’s contribution should be acknowledged. Research is rarely a 
sole pursuit but a team effort. It is as important to your co-authors as it is to you to have their work 
acknowledged and to be able to include it on their CVs. Within an academic context the inclusion 
of names on papers and conference presentations is important because, as we have already 
mentioned, all academics are assessed by their university on their research outputs. 

Who should be named? 
Only people who have been involved directly in developing the project, analysing the data and 
writing up the work should be named as a co-author. 

Most health journals subscribe to the guidelines of the International Committee of Medical Journal 
Editors which state that authorship is based on the following criteria: 

• substantial contributions to the conception or design of the work; or the acquisition, 
analysis, or interpretation of data for the work; AND

• drafting the work or revising it critically for important intellectual content; AND

• final approval of the version to be published; AND

• agreement to be accountable for all aspects of the work in ensuring that questions related 
to the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work are appropriately investigated and 
resolved.

The order in which authors appear is also important but this does vary between disciples and 
institutions. This can be a tricky conversation to have and it is one that is best had before you get 
to the stage of submitting your abstract or manuscript so that everyone is clear and in agreement. 

The best advice we can give you is to ask your supervisor or a colleague about any organisational 
guidance on this issue. One thing to be sure of though is, if it is your project in terms of design, 
execution and writing, you should, without doubt, be the first author on any output.

Whilst we are on this point one other thing to flag up is that anyone named on a paper or abstract 
must be given the opportunity to comment on the work before you submit it anywhere. 

If you are submitting your work to a journal, all named authors will usually be sent an email asking 
them to confirm that they have been involved in the work and the production and submission of 
the paper. More than a little embarrassing if you have submitted the work with their name on it and 
not consulted with them first.

Take a look at the final bullet point above, by being a named author you become accountable for 
all aspects of the work in ensuring that questions related to the accuracy or integrity of any part of 
the work are appropriately investigated and resolved. Everyone named therefore needs to feel 
happy with what is being submitted in their name.

http://www.icmje.org/recommendations/
http://www.icmje.org/recommendations/


But what if other people have supported me? 
It may be the case that other people have helped you with your work but not in the ways 
mentioned above. Examples include anyone who has: 

• participated in your study

• helped you recruit participants 

• supported you by delivering an intervention

• given you time away from clinical practice to support your research

• funded you in any way e.g. contributed towards the cost of your studies, provided a travel 
fellowship to attend the conference, given you time out of practice

Without the input of such people you would not have been able to undertake your work. Of course 
you want to recognise their contribution and thank them. In this instance it is appropriate to 
acknowledge them at the end of the paper, on the final slide of a presentation or at the end of your 
poster.

This doesn’t need to be a long list of names you can for example use an organisational logo, 
acknowledge participants and teams collectively. It is really important to do this and is something 
which a lot of people forget to do.

Who is my target audience?
The answer to this question will inform where you submit your work and is important to think about 
especially if you see this as the start of your career in research. If you are intending to apply for a 
personal fellowship to do, for example, a masters in research or a doctorate potential funders will 
be interested in where you have presented your work and which communities you are engaged 
with. 

If you’re wanting to develop your visibility within a specific aspect of your career the place you 
submit your work will give you exposure within different communities. For example if you want to 
target people working in your clinical specialty you may submit your work to a journal or 
conference relevant to that specialty. This will ensure that it is given exposure with colleagues 
working in the same area as you and help you to develop your profile and build your networks in 
that community. If you want your work to influence your profession then you may want to consider 
submitting your work to a profession specific journal or conference. 

Neither of the above is likely to be accessed by clients and you may want to consider also if this is 
relevant. If you have involved clients in your project we are hoping that, as a matter of curtesy, you 
have sent them feedback about the outcome of your work. However there is the wider client group 
which may be a consideration depending on the work you have undertaken. 

Some of the larger medical research charities and self-help organisations publish regular news 
letters and bulletins and these may be something you want to consider. This is especially true if 
you have received any sort of funding from such an organisation to support you in undertaking 
your study. In some cases it may be a condition of the funding that you do this.



How do I distill my dissertation?
You may be looking at your dissertation wondering how to reduce it to a few thousand words, 
cram it onto a poster or communicate it in a fifteen minute presentation. Our answer? Be focused 
and specific.

There is a real skill in doing this and it requires you to sit and down and think about the key 
message you want to communicate. If you were to write it in one, yes just one, sentence what 
would it be? This will help you to sort out the essence of what you want to say.

In being clear about this you will then have the foundation around which to shape your introduction 
and the work you want to reference to provide the context in your background section, the data 
you wish to present and the points you want to emphasise in the discussion and conclusion.

The methods section is probably less problematic to write as it has its own structure of 
methodological approach, methods, ethical considerations and approach to analysis. The 
challenge in this section is one of being precise and concise.

This will mean that you need to let go of some of the nuanced detail of your work and, perhaps, 
some of your findings. Most of all it requires you to be realistic about what can be achieved in a 
single presentation, poster, or paper.

 



5. Let’s explore some of the options.
Before we dive into this section it is important to point out that this isn’t an either/or situation. It is 
not unusual for an aspect of your work to be presented at a conference prior to writing up a fuller 
account for publication. You do need to be aware that there may be rules about not reproducing, in 
either arena, something that has already been presented e.g.submitted a paper that has already 
been accepted for publication to another journal. 

However, it is possible to focus on different aspects of your work. For example in a conference 
presentation or poster there may be a quite specific finding you wish to explore in detail or a 
methodological issues you wish to explore and then go on to communicate the depth and breadth 
of your work in a written paper.

Written publications
Journal articles 
The pinnacle of publishing for most health professionals is to have their work accepted for 
publication by a journal. We have already stressed the importance of getting advice before 
embarking down this road. If you have been advised that this is a realistic option - hurrah! 

We have also encouraged you to think about the audience you are wanting to target. Now is the 
time to explore different journals. Don’t just go for the one you know - go for the best in your field 
tinged with a smattering of realism. Do some searching, look at the impact factor of different 
journals, how do they stack up? How often is the journal published? Are small projects published?

Have a look at the categories of submission, they will vary from journal to journal, and think 
carefully about which category of paper you want to write. Again be realistic here. Sometimes, for 
a small study, journals may not be interested in a full paper (for example around 3- 5,000 words) 
but may be interested in considering you work as a concise report (around 2,000 words or less). 
Submitting in the right category will give you the best chance of success. If you need some 
guidance check it out with the editor, they are there to advise you.

The review process 
Submitting a manuscript to a journal is an online process. You will need to create an account and 
log in and then follow the online instructions for submission. For anyone doing this for the first time 
it can feel a little daunting but don’t be put off. Take your time, read the guidance and do it step by 
step. Once you have learnt it you will have a new skill in your toolbox. In case you are not sure 
what happens next the process, once you have submitted your manuscript, is as follows:

                      
Be warned this process can take several months so don’t worry if you haven’t heard for a while. It 
just takes time.



National newsletters 
Another option to consider is publication in a professional newsletter. For example the Royal 
College of Occupational Therapists publishes OT News on a monthly basis. Other professional 
bodies have similar publications. Check out the kinds of articles they publish and the style of 
writing. The articles in these publications tend to be written in a less formal style than that of a 
journal. 

If you are considering this as an option it is advisable to email the editor an abstract of your work, 
before you start to write, to ask if they would be interested in receiving an article from you. These 
publications tend not to send their articles out for peer review, the decision is usually made by the  
editorial team. The guidance provided on how to structure your article tends to be less and the 
time to publication is often shorter than for a journal article. 

Whilst, in academic, terms these publications will not contribute to your CV in the same way as a 
journal article they tend to be read by more members of the clinical community in question than 
the equivalent journal. 

Specialist newsletters 
A wide range of organisations produce in-house newsletters which go out across the organisation 
or clinical special interest group. Examples include NHS Trusts in-house newsletters and the 
newsletters of specialist sections of professional bodies. These publications vary greatly in terms 
of their content, quality and mode of production but are definitely worth considering. 

Presentations at conferences
OK so maybe the thought of standing up in front of an audience to present your work doesn’t fill 
you with joy but, before you move on, hold on a moment. Presentations at conferences provide a 
brilliant way of communicating your work. Alongside having the potential to inform practice they 
will, in personal terms:

• give your work a public profile

• develop your communication and presentation skills

• develop your networks

• enhance your CPD by enabling you to attend the conference

• profile your team and organisation

• positively increase the likelihood of getting funding to attend the conference/meeting.

If you’ve never presented before smaller meetings within your organisation or a specialist section/
regional group are a great way of cutting your teeth, with what is usually a friendly supportive 
audience. Are you convinced? Still not sure? Then read on.



Presenting your work at a conference is like having a passport to travel and meet like minded 
people. Your work can take you to amazing places and if you don’t believe us here are some of 
the places outside of the UK we have presented our work: 

San Francisco Paris Amsterdam

Boston San Diego Barcelona

Stockholm Florida

There is something totally energising about attending a national or international conference, being 
part of and contributing to your community and being exposed to the cutting edge of work in your 
area of practice.

Convinced but concerned about the cost?  
Then keep reading. If you are submitting your work to present at a national or international 
conference it is important, before you submit your abstract, to think about the cost. It is not good 
form to submit an abstract, get it accepted and then withdraw it because you aren’t able to raise 
the money to attend the meeting. 

Do the sums. How much will it cost? How much are you prepared to contribute yourself and how 
much do you need to find from elsewhere? An obvious first avenue to explore is your line manager 
and, in some organisations, the research and development department may also be able to 
provide support if you are presenting research. 

Some of the larger medical research charities and professional bodies provide bursaries to 
support conference attendance for people who are presenting work aligned with their focus. Do 
some exploring on the internet and look at the websites of medical charities aligned with your 
work. The larger charities all have sections for health professionals which outline the kind of 
grants they make and details of how to apply.

Make sure you factor in the time needed to make an application. Some organisations have an 
open application process enabling you to apply at any time of the year, whilst others have specific 
application deadlines.

It is worth flagging up here that this is often an area where peoples’ inner critic pipes up with 
comments like, ‘you don’t stand a chance so don’t bother’. Having been on panels reviewing such 
applications for funding our reflection is that you would be surprised at the relatively small number 
of people who do apply. Therefore rather than being one of the crowd listening to their inner critic 
be the person who stands out - give it a go. What have you got to loose?



 

Some of our top tips are:
• think carefully about the key message you want to communicate and develop your 

presentation around it. It is tempting to try to cover too much and it doesn’t work

• practice and this means not just running through your slides in your head but actually 
standing up and giving your presentation. Even better if someone else is prepared to 
listen and give some feedback

• be realistic about the number of slides you can fit in - 30 slides into 15 minutes just 
doesn’t go. Even if you are the worlds fastest speaker you will be going so fast people 
won’t be able to follow you

• work on your first few sentences. The first minute or two when you stand up are always 
the ones during which you will feel the most nervous. If you have learnt those first few 
lines by heart it will help to ease your nerves and steer you into calmer waters

• remember on your last slide to include acknowledgements for people who have 
supported you in terms of inputting into your project, giving you time or funding. Also 
include your contact details for anyone who may wish to follow-up on your work

• remember to include any relevant logos on your slides such as your employing 
organisation and/or university.

• time your presentation to make sure you can fit it in and if not cut slides out. Don’t kid 
yourself it will be alright on the day - it won’t be 

• follow any guidelines you have been given by the conference organisers.

• check out the room you will be presenting in before hand. Go during a coffee break or at 
the start or end of the day. Stand at the front of the room and just get a feel for the place 
and the space. This means there will be no nasty surprises as you walk for the door just 
before the start of your session

• turn up early for your session and make sure introduce yourself to the chair person

• if it isn’t offered ask to be shown how to work the technology and check that your 
presentation is loaded and good to go.

• if possible don’t rush off at the end of the session. There may be people who want to 
talk to you about your work and either due to time or nerves were unable to ask a 
question during the session

• Oh and did we say - practice beforehand! 



Submitting your abstract 
The process for presenting at a conference starts, usually, with the submission of an abstract - a 
short overview of the work you are going to present. If you have undertaken your work as part of 
an academic qualification you probably have already written one and it will just be a case of 
making sure it fits the relevant criteria, word length etc.

Alongside advice on writing style and content provided in any guidance some key thing we would 
point out are:

• Make sure you know the deadline for submission. These are non-negotiable

• make sure you read and follow the guidelines

• give writing your abstract the respect it deserves. Whilst it may only be a few hundred 
words don’t leave it until the last minute it can often be more challenging to condense 
your work to 250 words than to write 1,000 words.

• make sure you leave enough time for your co-authors to read and agree the content of 
the abstract before the deadline

• Oh, and in case you missed it above, make sure you follow the guidelines. Due to the 
large number of abstracts reviewers have to read those that don’t follow the guidelines 
are usually rejected automatically which is such a waste.

Deciding between a poster or an oral presentation
One decision you may need to make on the abstract submission form is whether you want to go 
for a poster or oral presentation. Sometimes you are given a choice, sometimes the review panel 
or conference committee make the decision. A lot of people plump for a poster because they don’t 
want to give a formal presentation - how do we really feel about this? Is this the strongest rationale 
for making a decision (and in case you are in doubt the answer is ‘no’). Let’s think about both. 

Oral presentations 
We are not going to go into detail about presentation skills as there are already a raft of online 
resources to help you with this. Presentations at conferences usually last around 15-20 minutes in 
an allocated session with a chair person to support you, keep time and field questions. There are 
usually 3 or 4 people presenting in one session.  

Poster presentations 
You may have opted for a poster because you wanted to engage with people in a way that isn't 
possible in a formal presentation or the conference organisers may have allocated your work to a 
poster session. Poster sessions are busy sessions with lots of people walking round talking, 
meeting up with colleagues, grabbing coffee, breakfast or a glass of wine. It is often assumed that 
if you are presenting a poster in such a session it is obvious what to do. But this may not be the 
case.

These sessions can feel lively and fast paced if you pull in a crowd but long and drawn out if you 
spend much of the time standing alone. This is one of those social situations where the emphasis 
is on you to seize the bull by the horns, take the initiative and talk to people about your work.



The way in which poster sessions are organised will vary from conference to conference. Usually 
there are dedicated poster sessions timetabled during a conference. In some conferences your 
poster will stay up for the duration of the conference in others you will be allocated a specific time 
slot by which your poster needs to be put up and removed. If there are dedicated times you are 
expected to be standing at your poster during that time. If you poster is up for the duration of the 
conference the organisers will usually give you an indication of when you need to be there. Make 
sure you are present in every sense of the word. Put your phone away, stand with your poster, not 
loitering a few paces away, connect with people visually and be proactive in talking to people.

If you are thinking of submitting your work as a poster check out, before you submit your abstract, 
whether there are funds available to pay for its printing, find out what the process is within your 
organisation and, importantly, what the timeline is in terms of time to produce the poster. Technical 
support departments and printers get frustrated by people calling them with 24 hours to spare. If 
you don’t have organisational support then it will be up to you to find a local printer with the ability 
to produce your poster for you. 

It takes time and expertise to reduce your work down to messages that can be conveyed on a 
poster with a design that draws people in. You may have access to technical support for this but 
you may end up doing it yourself and then passing the formatted file to a printer. If this is the case 
there are many resources on the internet to help you with poster design. Guidance will usually be 
provided by the conference organisers on the format of the poster so make sure you read it before 
you start to design especially with regard to the size and orientation of the poster.

Whilst there are many resources to help you design your poster there isn’t so much advice about 
how to approach the actual poster session itself. It can feel like an unknown entity the first time 
you walk into the room. 

Some of you may have chosen this option because, at the time, it felt like a better option than 
giving a presentation. But guess what - this is the point at which you realise that you have an hour 
during which anyone at all can come and talk with you. No chair person will intervene on your 
behalf if someone asks a tricky question and the onus is on you to draw people into your 
space. Yikes! This short video (link) provides a helpful introduction into how to handle a poster 
session.

The Poster Checklist.

• designed the poster ✔

• got it to the printers with an hour to spare before the 
deadline ✔

• managed to get it to conference without loosing it in transit 
or crushing it ✔

• remembered to bring whatever you need to put it up ✔

• dressed appropriately ✔

• shown up on time and pinned your poster to the board ✔

• and then...... you stand and wait.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vMSaFUrk-FA


Time to do some thinking about choice of conference 
If you are going to submit your work to a conference here are some things to think about:

• Are you aiming your work at international/ national/ regional level?

• What audience(s) do you want to reach – your profession, your clinical specialty/area of 
practice, your client group?

• What are the most prestigious conferences in that field? When do they take place?

• What is the deadline in terms of the call for abstracts opening and closing?

• What sources of funding are available to contribute towards the costs and do any 
deadlines give you time to apply for funding

Do some exploring online, talk with colleagues or your supervisor to identify and consider your 
options. 

6. Communicating your work to a non-
specialist audience.
To communicate our work effectively we must view it from the point of view of our audience. We 
have a fluent knowledge of our craft. No one on Earth knows our work better than we do. We can 
talk about it till the cows come home and still be talking, three years later, when those cows have 
graduated! We scatter facts and anecdotes. We assume the audience is riveted but that may not 
be the case. Even our colleagues can struggle when receiving an onslaught of information. Who 
hasn’t sat through a ‘Death by PowerPoint’ presentation full of acronyms we may not be familiar 
with?

Patients are our call to action. Our entire career is focused on saving, healing and supporting 
them. To do this, we research their conditions in forensic detail then thank them for the privilege of 
being part of their fragile, precious journey by giving them some feedback on what we found out.

To make your work more accessible to these audiences you need to be careful about the 
language you use. A presentation or written feedback report peppered with ‘medical speak’ and 
containing terms and acronyms that only a specialist would understand will become inaccessible, 
people will at best switch off at worst feel silly and excluded. That is not their fault, it’s yours. The 
written lay summary produced to summarise results of a project becomes nothing more than a 
certificate of proof that they took part in the project. If they showed it to a friend, they wouldn’t be 
able to describe what it was about.

This is not about ‘dumbing down’ your work, it’s about good manners. As the storyteller of our 
work, these manners are our responsibility. We must always make people welcome.  So, if your 
document contains the following abbreviations…

PROMs, Snomed CT or QIPP

…it is polite to explain what those phrases mean (Patient Reported Outcome Measures, The 
Systematised Nomenclature of Medicine Clinical Terms and Quality, Innovation, Productivity and 
Prevention).



To truly engage an audience, any audience, we must charm. In modern times, Charm has become 
a word tainted by advertising. It conjures up images of sleazy salesmen and lotharios but that’s 
because they’re peddling a lie. In its purest form, charm is nothing more than the distilled essence 
of ‘warm and welcoming’. People feel safe and reassured when the welcome is kind and then, 
once they feel secure, the conversation can begin. So let us reclaim ‘charm’ as the wonderful thing 
that it is, a tool to make people safe, to help them know and navigate the landscape.

For example, imagine you are entering a restaurant. When you walk through the door, you already 
know it’s a high-class Italian. How? Because the shop front and prices say so. Once inside, the 
Maitre D’ welcomes you, like an old friend, and glides you to your table. Once you’re sitting 
comfortably, he offers you a drink and hands you a menu. Only now, once you feel safe and 
secure, can you get down to the minutiae, asking questions like, “Where was this fish sourced?” 
The entire journey is easy, fun and reassuring. We always know where we are.

What the Maitre D’ does NOT do, is bombard you with the finer details of sustainable fishing the 
moment you walk through the door. Researchers, pay heed. You’re not just the author of your 
paper, you’re its charming Maitre D’. 

A word about blogging and vlogging
The blog or vlog (short for video-blog) is an increasingly popular way for health professionals and 
researchers to communicate their work and offer great potential. For anyone unfamiliar with 
vlogging these are blogs which contain video footage embedded within them. 

If you are reading this thinking, ‘Well that’s OK but I don’t have a blog or particularly want to set 
one up for this project’ we’re with you. Setting up a blog to communicate a single small project 
may not be the best move BUT individuals and organisations who have established blogs are 



sometimes happy to host ‘guest blogs’ and in some instances are actually inviting content. This 
approach has the advantage of ensuring that your work will reach an established audience and 
provide you with some support in venturing into a new way of communicating your work. So do 
some exploring and ask some questions amongst your colleagues or within your organisation.

Such media give you the freedom to air your views and share your data with few boundaries. It 
makes sense to keep things positive and professional but the style and tone of what you say will 
tend to be less formal. Using these media you are communicating with absolutely anyone in the 
world who lands on the site. How exciting is that. Therefore you need to think carefully about what 
you are wanting to communicate and how you can do this in a way which is accessible to all. 

There is an increasing trend for blogs to be used alongside more formal ways of publishing 
research as a means of making research accessible to be wider audience. Indeed within 
academia, where there is an emphasis on demonstrating the impact of research, there is a 
positive push to encourage researchers to engage with this kind of communication. Indeed, some 
researchers are using these approaches across the whole research process to communicate the 
progress of the their work. 

Alongside communicating the outcomes of research there is also the potential to communicate the 
process of ‘being a researcher.’ Nervous newcomers may think, ‘I have nothing to say’ but that’s 
because they’re aspiring to the wrong thing. If a viewer wanted ‘news’ they would go to the BBC 
and if they wanted the latest ‘healthcare news’ they might check out the Nursing Times Online. 
Both are big professional organisations who are very good at what they do but as a modest health 
professional who has undertaken a project that you want to share your experience. What is 
interesting about you is the work you have done. So don’t feel you have to ‘big yourself or your 
work up’. Other health professionals are interested in learning from your experience. 

7. Adding to your communication toolbox
Researchers are bright people but when it comes to presenting their work, they often draw a 
blank. Skills like graphic design, film making and animation are ‘what other people do’.   You can 
almost hear them say, “If I’d wanted to learn about digital photography then I wouldn’t be doing a 
PhD in paediatrics!”

And that’s a fair point but the reality is, we live in a world where every one has the potential to be 
their own agent. Every teenager in Britain is Tweeting, vlogging and posting in glorious high-
definition. They are fluent in Photoshop, Instagram, WhatsApp and Whatever’s-Fashionable-This-
Week, this day, this hour. They create content with great confidence, whereas we, the 
researchers, may find it daunting.

So why are the young so fearless when it come to creating content? Because today’s technology 
is very easy to use. And if it’s not free, it’s cheap. 

There is a huge range of communication tools out there, just waiting to be plundered. The choice 
is baffling so we have chosen a few, at random, as examples.

Everything you read below will cost £15 or less. They are quick, simple tools that you can use to 
communicate the core points of your research in a way that is accessible to all. 

They are fun to use, you can learn them all, in an hour and if you get one ‘wrong’, who cares? It’s 
private. No one will ever know!



Animation 
In the olden days, if you wanted a bespoke animation to illustrate your point, you’d have to hire a 
company. It would cost thousands, way beyond the reach of a normal health researcher in 
concept, ambition and cost. Today, you can do it for free, albeit with some caveats. There are 
many companies who offer this service but let’s pick one we have used…. Renderforest. http://
www.renderforest.com 

Before we begin, let’s just remind ourselves what an ambitious thing we are going to do here. 
Without any training (or money), we’re going to create an animated film to communicate our work. 
In minutes. Isn’t that wonderful? This is a great way to engage people with a key message in a 
presentation or on social media.

Obviously, we can’t shoot a whole Pixar movie but what we can do is adapt a simple ‘template’. 
We shall assemble our animation from little chunks of film, that we can arrange in an order of our 
choice. Think Lego.

Once we’re happy with the order it’s in, we can add our own text, titles, soundtrack, colour scheme 
and so on. Then just sit back and watch our movie. And if we think it could be better, we can edit 
at will.

The finished film can then be uploaded for free, with a Renderforest watermark. If you upload your 
animation to YouTube or Vimeo, you can then embed it and link to it via your Powerpoint slide 
deck. You can also download the film onto your computer, so that you can ‘drag and drop’ it just 
like any other file.

The only thing you pay for is to have that watermark removed. The whole assembly line doesn’t 
cost a bean, it’s as free and as easy as a sketchbook to use, so it’s a great place to play. If your 
film doesn’t work, so what! Just delete it and start all over again.

Why not give it a go? Put the kettle on, check it out and see if you can make your first short film by 
the time you’ve finished your tea. It really is that easy. If you can use Word, you’re overqualified.

Photography 
We have all seen slideshows that contains the same old images that we’ve all seen a hundred 
times before. Same with the posters and leaflets - but it doesn’t have to be like this. 

Royalty-free image libraries are an excellent resource. A ‘royalty’ is the fee you pay a 
photographer for using their work but some kind folk allow you to use their work for free, how 
generous is that?  Some ‘royalty-free’ image libraries you may want to explore are, Openphoto, 
Unprofound, Morguefile and Unsplash. Flickr is the largest. But whilst we don’t pay for using these 
images, they are still things of value therefore it’s always good manners to say thanks by 
acknowledging them in your presentation or on your poster. 

What you must not do is ‘grab’ a photo from Google Images, as that’s the virtual equivalent of 
shoplifting and if you get caught, there’s a fine. It’s always worth double-checking that the photos 
you want to use really are free. If in doubt, read the small print.

Alongside royalty-free libraries there are also image libraries which demand an upfront fee that 
enables you to use the image in perpetuity. This isn’t a ‘bad’ thing, quite the opposite, but it always 
pays to use a reputable provider. For very important images, such as the cover of your report, it’s 
worth buying a good one. For example, if you’ve spent 2 years working on a research document, 
it’s worth paying £7 for a high quality cover image. 

If you log on to a photo library such as ‘Adobe Stock’ there are literally millions of images to 
choose from at very reasonable rates. This is how we assembled the images for this publication. 

http://www.renderforest.com/
http://www.renderforest.com/
http://openphoto.net
http://www.unprofound.com
https://morguefile.com/search/morguefile/1/pop
https://unsplash.com
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tags/flicker/
https://stock.adobe.com/uk/


We bought a stock photo added text using Keynote (or Powerpoint for PC) then pasted it straight 
to the page. Easy!

The only issue with ‘stock’ libraries, other than the cost, is that the images are often corporate and 
have a glossy American vibe. That may not work for you but looking is free, so there’s no harm in 
browsing.

Better still, create your own images and build up your own stock library on Instagram to use in 
future presentations. It’s surprisingly easy and free. 

We can learn a lot from the basic techniques that teenagers use when posting on social media. 
For example, if your research project is about hands, it’s easy to take a photograph of your own, 
though the result might not be inspiring. But give that image a tweak and it’ll soon look very 
professional.

There are endless apps that can tweak your images. For iPhones try Snapseed, Mextures or 
VSCO (pronounced Visco). For an Android phone, try using Prisma. In just one click, you can 
transform your image into the style of a famous artist and the results are remarkably good. It’s 
free, so free to play with. 

Graphics 
The phrase ‘Death by PowerPoint’ refers to any boring slideshow. One with text that is too small to 
see and bar charts nobody cares about. They’re usually accompanied by a droll monotone 
monologue than sends the audience to sleep. But why? Research is exciting so why are we still 
presenting it like Victorian schoolteachers?

The big rule here, when it comes to visuals, is keep it simple. But whatever your content, it’s good 
to keep it perky.

PowerPoint (for PC) and Keynote (for Mac) both come pre-loaded with lots of excellent slideshow 
templates. You just replace the text with your own and drop in some images. As you can see 
below, the results look great. It’s surprising how many people have never looked at the free 
templates on their word processing or presentation software. These can substantially raise the 
bar, without any effort (or money) at all.

 

 

Go on, have an explore and a play. We did and are using the free template for a digital book in 
Pages to create this guide. New versions of PowerPoint have the capacity to suggest specific 
designs based on what you have included on a slide. Once you have formatted your slide click on 
the design tab and then click on, ‘design ideas’ and see what it comes up with. This can really lift 
your presentation into another realm.

https://itunes.apple.com/gb/app/snapseed/id439438619?mt=8
https://www.mextures.com
http://vsco.co
https://prisma-ai.com


In fact, it gets better. Remember what fun you had, doing art at school? A table full of scrap paper 
and no stress at all, just pure imagination. Well, that’s the way to think of PowerPoint (or Keynote). 
It’s not just a flat surface to knock up something business-like, it’s a place where you can play.

And what’s the best tool for creating a collage at school? The bright-red-plastic-scissors! Same 
with presentation software. Once you’ve mastered the red-plastic-scissors (officially called a 
‘partial screenshot’), the quality of your graphics will improve substantially. 

Be warned, it takes half a minute to learn!

To chop a bit out of any screen, use this simple command:

On a PC: Use the Snipping Tool (it’s under Accessories)

On a Mac: Shift-Command-4

Then drag the mouse over the bit you want and it will be saved to your desktop.

It takes a few goes to get the hang of it but one minute later, you’re a Pro. What is wonderful about 
the ‘partial screenshot’ is that you can use it to create some fabulous images, with no artistic 
training whatsoever. Here’s how:

Open up a new blank slide on PowerPoint or Keynote. Add an image and a text box and some 
text. Then simply use the command above to select and chop out the section you like. Hey 
Presto! you have now created a new graphic with an image and text ‘built in’ that you can use 
however you like, in a slideshow, a paper or wherever you like.     

Adding a photo of yourself is a challenge if you’re shy or self-conscious. A witty way around this is 
to make a Lego figure of yourself, with your name emblazoned across the chest. You can do this 
for less then ten pounds on the website minifigs.me. They also have some ‘ready-made’ health 
professionals. 

Once you have one, you can use them to illustrate any aspect of your work, by photographing 
them next to your catheter, stethoscope or ‘out to lunch’ sign. It is great fun to experiment with 
partial screenshots and Lego people and it makes your slideshows zing. 

http://minifigs.me/


Newsprint 
Like the word Charm, the phrase Self-Publish has also been tainted. The myth is, that it’s not as 
good a professional publishing. With academic writing, we all accept the necessary and well-
respected hierarchy of the peer review process but when it comes to everything else, the lines are 
not just blurred, they’re virtually non-existent. It’s incredibly liberating. With technology prices in 
free fall and a vast range of platforms, there has never been a better time to disseminate 
research. You may as well dive in to that joyous cacophony because lots of people already have.

Let’s look at a real-world challenge. You are giving a presentation at your first conference. You’re 
nervous. How on earth are you going to reduce a year’s worth of research into ten-minutes or 
communicate it on a single poster? There are so many facts and graphs that, if you flash them up 
on the screen, it’ll be too much for the audience to take in or not enough room on the poster to 
include them all. It’s an impossible task.

So let’s use print as an ally. Use the presentation/poster to deliver your key message, using simple 
imagery. But… Before the audience enters, place a self-published, professionally printed 
newspaper on every seat. Inside it, is an overview of your project along with all the detail they 
need, to peruse at length, at their leisure. Alternatively, imagine standing by your poster and when 
someone asks if you have a print out being able to give them your own tabloid rather than the 
usual printout that everyone else is giving out.

You can make the newspaper at Newspaper Club which is a surprisingly easy thing to do and you 
can fill it with the images and graphs you aren’t able to include in your presentation or on your 
poster! Simple! Again, if you can use Word, you’re over-qualified.

To get you started, why not order some of their free samples to see what they look like? Producing 
your own newspaper does come with a price tag, starting at £15 for a single copy, but as with any 
print run they get cheaper the more you order for example, at the time of writing, it’s around £30 
for 20 copies.

A note on quality 
When you watch the news on TV and the reporter is filming in a War Zone, you accept the quality 
is poor. The images may be blocky but nobody complains as it’s a format we all know. They did 
the best with what they had.

In a similar way, everyone accepts that a newspaper is disposable. There’s no point in printing 
high-resolution images as they’ll soon be tomorrow’s fish and chip paper, so why increase the 
cost? Again, it’s a format we recognise. 

With a plethora of formats now available, people are far more forgiving. If your ten-year-old niece 
takes a selfie, we all know ‘where we’re at’. But, there is one caveat, low-quality in the wrong 
arena is a no-no. Nobody would buy a car if the ad was out of focus. 

It’s fun to raise the bar with tools like Renderforest and Keynote to pretend we’re hot-shot 
designers. But we all know we’re not and that’s OK. We’re not bluffing, as such, just doing our 
best to engage. The most important tool for that is one we already own, our personality. For all the 
advances in technology, our most important resource is ourself, so given the above, it make sense 
that when promoting our work we should remain true to ourselves and our work. 

You need to get your message and data sorted before you start to explore any of the above. Don’t 
get distracted before you are clear about what you want to communicate, it is so easy to do. The 
most all singing all dancing presentation is not going to hide a confused, ill supported message. In 
fact it can have a detrimental effect. Nothing irks a research audience more, and invites 

https://www.newspaperclub.com


challenging questions, than a flashy presentation with poorly presented data and confused 
messages.

If you are one of life's procrastinators exploring and playing with new media can be a great way of 
putting off the harder work of refining your message and presenting your data in a meaningful way. 
Many hours can be whiled away looking for the right picture, choosing the right colour and 
selecting the right font and before you know it, it’s the night before your presentation and you’ve 
not finished your presentation, timed or rehearsed it. So just to reiterate: You need to get your 
message and data sorted before you start to explore any of the above.

8. Dealing with a rejection or a bad review.
 

We want to put a word in about receiving a 
rejection and/or a bad review. Not because 
we think this will happen but realistically in a 
research culture when you submit your work 
to be peer reviewed, whether it is an abstract 
or a manuscript, it won’t always be accepted. 

When this happens no amount of ‘stiff upper 
lip’ is going to conceal the fact that it’s a 
confidence downer. A bad review is 
dangerous because it can send you into a 
spiral of self-doubt. Your inner critic can have 
a ball if you’re not careful, “I told you it would 
end in tears but you wouldn’t listen’.

Our work is a very intimate thing and to let someone else not only read it but make a judgement 
on it’s quality makes us vulnerable. No one, whatever stage you are at in your career, likes a bad 
review. Compared to a good review, they suck. We don’t just put thousands of hours into our work, 
that’s a chunk of our heart on the page and to have that rejected hurts. We’re supposed to pretend 
that it doesn’t but it does, and then some. 

The myth is, that we should just ‘man up’ and ‘take it on the chin’. Write it off as a ‘character 
building’ exercise but who wants to be that character? A victim with low self-esteem? The fact is, 
the reason we hurt so much is because we care and that’s a good thing. If we didn’t, our work 
would lack value. Sure, it could be improved but what’s important here is to differentiate between 
the work being criticised and ourself, that is not. A bad review or a rejected paper does not make 
you a bad researcher.

In some situations, like submitting an abstract to a conference you will not get feedback just a 
straight forward decision - accepted or rejected. You are very unlikely to know who reviewed your 
abstract or why it was rejected. If you are submitting your work to a journal and it has been 
rejected you may or may not know the names of the reviewers, depending on the policy of the 
journal, but you will definitely receive feedback.

If you have gifted your work for someone to assess, that is a responsibility for both of you. You are 
both entering into a contract. For your part, you must listen and be open to their comments and 
their duty, even when the paper is rejected, is to explain their decision and point out any ‘areas of 
improvement’ and to treat you with respect. If they don’t do the latter, the process is faulty – and 
that is not your fault.



Feeling bruised is a natural, valid response and that is nothing to be ashamed of. So be kind to 
yourself. Convalesce. Allow yourself some recovery time. Something which may help at this time 
is to reconnect with the bigger picture. What drove you to do this work in the first place, a rich 
territory to explore to regain some perspective on what is important.  Then when you’re ready…

Let’s take a look at what they said. The standard format of a critique is ‘Pat Slap Pat’. First, they 
say a nice thing (the pat on the head) which gets you off to a cheery start and highlights the good 
work you’ve done. It’s a gesture of respect, acknowledges your effort and makes you respect their 
opinion. Now that you’re feeling all calm and reassured, they can hit you with the negatives (the 
slap) but the blow is softened as it now has perspective. Finally, they send you home on a positive 
note, ‘Yes, there is much to be learned but you are well on the way to accomplishing it, if you 
follow these three simple suggestions!’

There are many variations on this three-tier critique. Some people refer to it, rather crudely, as the 
‘the dung sandwich’ but the reason it is so ubiquitous is because it works. And tutors know that. So 
if you get, ‘Dung Dung Dung’, that may say more about the critic than it does about your work

A word about revisions

The only useful thing about a rejection email is that it will hopefully contain a few nuggets of truth. 
Something you can learn from. If not, it’s irrelevant. Bin it. But before you do, make sure you drill 
down into the bad stuff in the hope of finding some gold. Whether you find something sparkly or 
sad is usually down to semantics. So if someone says, ‘longwinded’ what they might be trying to 
say is, ‘This would be even more wonderful if you edited out the repeats’. Shame they didn’t say 
that in the first place! Maybe they could have shown us what repeats those were, but hey, that’s 
our responsibility, so let’s keep things positive.

Try to find the ‘area of improvement’ they’re flagging up in each stinger. If they think your ending is 
‘weak’ is that a plea to answer the question that you flagged up at the start? If they say, ‘it went a 
bit saggy in the middle’ is that call for more structure? If so, how do you create structure? And of 
course, you may disagree. Which again, is valid, but just as they should respect you, you should 
also do your best to decipher what they say… in a way that works for you.

The English language is full of words that are loaded with 
double-meanings and baggage, so don’t stew over one 
particular phrase. The critic just tossed it off but for you, it’s 
so toxic, you cling to it for days. He said I ‘lacked basic 
grammar!’ you moan, to your friends, in the pub, whereas if 
he’d said, ‘were you aware there’s a free proofing service?’ 
that would have sounded helpful and nice.

Another thing to remember is that in research whilst some 
things can actually be wrong e.g. there may be an error in 
your data analysis, or the correct ethical approval may not 
have been obtained, your reviewer comes pre-loaded with a 
barrage of personal bugbears and biases. For example, if 
your name is exactly the same as their old school bully, the 
moment they read it, they’ll wince. Who wouldn’t? Sure, 
they’ll move on but in that moment, something neither of you 
could ever have imagined has entered the equation. You 
may have had a choice of approaches to your data analysis 
and chosen an approach that the reviewer didn’t like. It 
wasn’t wrong just not the way they would have approached 
it. Don’t assume automatically that you were wrong.  



It may be an indication that you have not explained clearly enough, in the original paper, why you 
made the choices you made, or undertook the study in a certain way. So firstly, check the clarity 
with which the specific section has been written. Can it be improved? If you can pick out one 
single ‘area of improvement’ then the whole darn thing will have been worth it. The next question 
is, what to do with it?

Well, if there is something that will genuinely improve your work and you still have the energy and 
precision, why not do some revisions and try another journal? 

Most people groan at the concept of re-writing. Draft One was a such a labour-intensive 
experience, most writers balk at the idea of doing it all again. It can feel like reading War and 
Peace twice. But, for one, you’re not re-writing the whole thing and two, that’s the wrong attitude. 
Think of it as sending your work to a health farm, it goes in feeling flabby and comes out, one 
weekend later, all sassy and slim. It’s no longer a re-write, it’s sending your work to a Spa! 

Remember to only re-write the bits that need improving. If you don’t know what they are, then ask, 
bearing in mind that all advice is subjective. At the end of the day, the only opinion that counts is 
your own. A bad review is wake up call that your craft may need improving. If you’re lucky, it’ll 
contain some hints on how that can be achieved. If that’s the case, it’s a good thing. If not, it’s 
worthless, so once you’ve finished being upset (that shows you’re a warm human being), blow the 
thing a raspberry and go enjoy the sunshine.

9. Just do it
A famous writer once said that he did everything possible to avoid writing. He would tidy his desk, 
arrange his pencils, even whiten his tennis shoes, anything to avoid starting work. He’s not the 
only one, we are all prone to procrastination. We all have self-doubt that has the potential to put 
the brakes on and stop us moving forward.

The hierarchy within the NHS is a good thing. An organisation with over 1.5 million staff could not 
operate without clean boundaries but sometimes, in our hearts, this hierarchy makes us feel small. 
If you’re a Band 5 physio, sitting next to a Band 7 physio, it’s easy to feel inferior no matter how 
friendly they are. If you’re an early career researcher, your first poster feels modest compared to 
some globetrotting academic on the cusp of curing cancer. But we all have to start somewhere 
and every voice is valid. It doesn’t matter how humble your work, that seed has the potential to  
bloom if it is nurtured and given time.
 
The important thing is to take the first step. That might be as small as asking someone a question. 
“Is my work good enough to share?” Even if your mentor replies, ‘no, not yet’ then helpfully points 
out your ‘areas for improvement’, it’s worth it. If all you do is identify the conference where you’d 
like to present, it’s worth it. If all you do is find out a deadline, the world has moved forward.

 

Inevitably, you’ll receive some rejections but it’s how you respond that matters. Every knock back 
is a learning experience that forges your resilience. So while you won’t win the Nobel Prize, yet, 
you’re already learning to navigate the landscape.
 
There is a famous quote by Arthur Ashe, ‘Start where you are. Use what you’ve got. Do what you 
can.’ The wonderful thing about this statement is that it acknowledges humility. There is always 
someone brighter, smarter, richer, and so on but that is no reason to hesitate. As any Hollywood 
movie star will tell you, the more modest the beginning, the more heroic the victory.
 
The best advice is, just write. Sure it’s a challenging and noisy environment but you combat that 
by writing the best you can. A quiet, elegant voice will always cut through the cacophony.




 

The truth is, there is never a right time to start writing. Life is complex and the chance of that 
perfect, peaceful day arriving at the exact same time as your novel ‘descends’ from the ether are, 
let’s face it, remote. And even if it did, the text you create would be boring because all writing is 
based in conflict and that’s what makes it zing. A detective needs a crime, a romantic needs a 
muse and a hero needs a quest. What a health professional needs is a challenge and those arrive 
every day! So it doesn’t matter if all you write is ‘Page One’ on the top of a Post-It, or the headings 
for an abstract your journey has begun.

9. Resources
There are thousands of wonderful online resources, links and YouTube videos that can make your 
research sparkle and we are going to hand over to you to do some exploring. But here are a few 
of our favourites that we have mentioned in this guide to help you on your way”.

Giving an effective poster presentation: a 12 minute video on how to navigate a poster session

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vMSaFUrk-FA

Image libraries:

Adobe stock https://stock.adobe.com/uk/

Open Photo http://openphoto.net

https://stock.adobe.com/uk/
http://openphoto.net


Unprofound http://www.unprofound.com

Morguefile https://morguefile.com/search/morguefile/1/pop

Flickr https://www.flickr.com/photos/tags/flicker/

Photo editing apps

Snapseed https://itunes.apple.com/gb/app/snapseed/id439438619?mt=8

Mextures https://www.mextures.com

VSCO http://vsco.co

Prisma https://prisma-ai.com

Create your own animations: Renderforest. https://www.renderforest.com

Newspaper Club (for producing your own tabloid): https://www.newspaperclub.com/create/
artwork-guidelines/digital-tabloid
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11. Biographies
Dr Lynne Goodacre
As an occupational therapist I worked in the NHS and voluntary sector working with people with 
rheumatic conditions and advising on assistive technologies and environmental design.

I completed my PhD on a part-time basis before moving into academia where I taught health 
professionals  undertaking postgraduate programmes, supervised PhD students and developed 
my own research. On leaving academia I worked at strategic level supporting the development of 
research capability within the NHS which is where I met Rob.

I love research and I love the curiosity, tenacity and resilience of the health professionals I meet 
who are driven to research questions stemming from their practice.  This is an amazingly 
inspirational community to work with and one I am proud to be a part of. Working now as a 
professional coach I support people as they explore a world of possibility, dare to imagine journey 
ing towards becoming more of their magnificent self and taking a step into this world. It gives me 
great happiness that my coaching and research skills have now converged as many of the people 
I coach are health professionals and researchers.

For further info see: www.lgpersonaldevelopment.co.uk

Rob Young.
In the 1990’s, I was hit by a car. To pass the time while recovering, I wrote a play and put it on with 
my compensation. It got a kind review and launched a career that I’d never planned.

For the past 20 years, I have earned my living being commissioned to write for the UK’s biggest 
film, TV and theatre companies, including the BBC, Channel 4, Sony, Aardman, Working Title and 
The National Theatre. I wrote the first online play for the Royal Shakespeare Company and 
Google that trended 4th in the world, just above ‘cats do the silliest things’. Someone once 
described me as, ‘the most successful writer who nobody’s ever heard of’.

I am happy with that. I am not the type who ‘tap dances for attention’ and would rather do 
something ‘good’. I found myself drawn to healthcare, the place where it all started. I wrote a play 
about Proteus Syndrome, a pilot about surgery and became Writer-in-Residence at NHS 
Research & Development NW. It was there that Lynne and I created The Researcher Magazine, a 
groundbreaking NHS publication, curated by clinicians, that is read in 45 countries. We have been 
friends ever since.

When asked to sum my career up in 4 syllables, I used to say, ‘I make things bloom’. I’ve now 
replaced that with, ‘How can I help?’ 

For further info see: robyoung.info

Dr Jenny Preston
I am an occupational therapist who has spent over 30 years working in the NHS with people 
living with neurological conditions.  My naturally enquiring mind has driven me to learn and 
understand many new things in life both in clinical practice and as a clinical academic.  

I am passionate about learning and sharing that learning with others.  My personal experience 
of writing began with my PhD thesis, subsequent publications from my studies and then last 
year I authored and edited my first book. 

It has been such a wonderfully new and exciting opportunity for me to work alongside Lynne and 
Rob in the development of this resource.  It has challenged my own writing style and offered me 
a much needed creative space.
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