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Rank these common barriers to 
writing in the order that you 

experience them



Purpose



Why are you writing a paper?

To be recognised/validated

For your CV?

Because you have something to say

Address a problem/issue

REF?

Finding your motivation



Choosing a Topic



Which of these do you 
think is the best starting 
point when developing a 

topic for a new paper?
Build on research 
recommendations 

from a previous 
research paper, 28%

Explore data 
you have 

access to for 
new ideas, 24%

Identify an issue in 
practice or policy 

that could be 
addressed, 42%

Other, 6%

Other:

• “any three of the above, create a perfect 

storm”

• “Depends on article- Original or Review”

• “PhD topic is a good starting point”

• “Respond to an invite from a journal 

special issue”



Some ideas:

• Immerse yourself in journal articles to identify gaps or questions that 
excite you

• Write/reword research question with a narrower focus

• Be specific, original and realistic about what you're able to achieve

• Talk through emerging ideas with a friend or friendly journal editor

Finding the right idea



WHY did you choose the topic?  

What interests you about it?  

Do you have an opinion about the issues involved?

WHO are the key stakeholders on this topic?  

Who is affected by the topic?  

Do you know of organizations or institutions affiliated with the topic?

WHAT are the major questions for this topic?  

Is there a debate about the topic? 

Are there a range of issues and viewpoints to consider?

WHERE is your topic important

Local, national or international level?

WHEN is/was your topic important?  

Is it a current event or an historical issue?

Do you want to compare your topic by time periods?

Who, what, where, when and why?



Topic Choice

Novelty

Importance

Methodological Quality

REF criteria: originality, significance and rigour 



The extent to which the output introduces a new way of thinking about a 
subject, or is distinctive or transformative compared with previous work in 

an academic field

• What is different about your research? 

• What have you done that has not been done before? 

• Have you used a new technique or modified an existing one? 

• Have you studied a cohort of individuals that have never been studied before? 

Novelty/Originality



Novelty (question)



Novelty (methods)



Novelty (population)

• No studies on this topic exist from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). 

Thus, we investigated the association between sleep problems and SCC in a 

large sample of middle-age and older adults from 45 LMICs.

• Data on 60,228 adults aged ≥ 50 years were analysed





The extent to which the work has exerted, or is likely to exert, an influence on 
an academic field or practical applications.

• What will people do differently as a result of your work?

• What are its implications for other researchers and for people in the wider world?

• How has our knowledge of the world changed?

Importance/Significance



Importance (future research)



Importance (practice)



Importance (policy)



The extent to which the purpose of the work is clearly articulated, an 
appropriate methodology for the research area has been adopted, and 
compelling evidence presented to show that the purpose has been 
achieved.

• Have you chosen a sensible research question?

• Have you used the best methodology to answer that question?

• Have you applied standardised techniques robustly or properly validated 
innovative techniques?

• Have you presented your results as clearly and convincingly as possible?

Methodological Quality/Rigour



Quality



Finding Data



https://ric-ki.lboro.ac.uk/https://www.data-archive.ac.uk/

https://www.ukbiobank.ac.uk/

https://ric-ki.lboro.ac.uk/
https://www.data-archive.ac.uk/
https://www.ukbiobank.ac.uk/


Developing a Writing Habit



Finding the right place to start

What’s 
known?

What’s 
new?

What 
should 
I do?



Developing the Habit

Train your Brain

• Develop a reading hobby

• Sign up for Table of Content alerts

• Selectively read articles

“If you don’t have time to 

read, you don’t have time 

(or the tools) to write”

Stephen King



Developing the Habit

Get the ‘right’ gear

Keep notes…

-seminars/papers/conversations etc.

-notebook by bed/desk

-phone app

-scrap paper etc.

“Suggestions of problems 

for research are gold“

Sir David Cox



Developing the Habit

Develop Routine

-Habits developed by repeating the behaviour

-Set a reminder (diary appointment)

-Develop pattern – e.g. no meeting Monday

-Develop accountability 

e.g. 100 words in 100 days 

-Reward progress



Developing the Habit

Share Ideas Space to Think



Your suggestions…



Your Top Tips

Preparation

Plan your paper

Planning, do detailed plan of paper before you start to write anything

Read lots around the area before starting! 

Read other papers

Read, read and read a lot other relevant paper 

Read lots of papers so you can identify good practice and implement those 

characteristics e.g. structure, style etc.



Action

Set the structure 

Start with data presentation 

Start, stop thinking about all the challenges that stop you from writing, just start 

To focus on the research questions and outline the manuscript 

Write in sections; select journal; consider key message and not seek to include 

everything - be specific



Others comments

Stay motivated

Time management is key

Unsure 

Practice makes better and each draft will get better and better until the final 

version is reached

Write the aim of the paper down and keep it next to you



In Summary…

• Identify your motivation

• Spend time refining your research question

• Identify best source for data

• Develop a writing habit
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