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Many medical practitioners are daunted by the
idea of writing manuscripts for publication,
mainly due to unfamiliarity or unrealistic
perceptions about supposed difficulties of writing
and publishing. This includes doctors in
residency training, new graduates as well as
practicing physicians and surgeons in various
specialties.

The frequently asked questions are:

o Is it possible for me to write?

e Is it possible for my manuscript to be accepted
for publication?

e Why bother doing research in a clinically
oriented setting?

The basic fact about writing is that it is not as
unfamiliar as might be supposed. Practically, we
do “writing” every day as clinical notes in
patients’ medical records and as medical reports
for various reasons.

These writings need proper adaptation if they are
planned for publication or presentation.

Unfamiliarity contributes to the supposition that
“writing” is difficult. This is in fact more illusory
than real.

Writing for publication is not as difficult as is
commonly supposed and the reward is great.

Writing and publishing are not exclusive to
academics and university professors. Practicing
physicians have their role and share in view of
exposure to a wide variety of clinical scenarios,
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in addition to their proximity to the needs and
challenges of the community. The more they
practice writing, the better they improve and
develop this talent. There can be no greater
satisfaction for a clinician than seeing his/her
work undergo a peer review process and
culminate as a published article.

The common perception that research is
experimenting in a laboratory is not correct. The
more appropriate definition of research: is careful
investigation into some subjects or areas of study
with the aim of discovering and applying new
facts or information and acquiring new
knowledge that eventually leads to better patient
care.

For beginners, there is a wealth of literature and
useful resources that explain how to write and
publish.

Writing case reports, case series, epidemiology-
surveillance and other studies could produce
significant educational values. The following are
only a few aspects of these values:

e Raising awareness that enables medical
professionals to diagnose cases in the future.

¢ Providing new information on possible etiology
or pathogenesis of a condition.

o Illustrating a new principle, supporting or
refuting a current theory.

e Providing information about a poorly
understood clinical condition, complication or
treatment.

e Providing information on how a medical
problem or complication could be avoided in
the future.
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e Understanding the epidemiology of certain
medical and health issues in a community or
region.

Key elements needed in clinician research are:
intellectual curiosity, patience in gathering data,
honesty in reporting all findings; the expected as
well as the unexpected, and the desire to share
observations and experiences with others.

The following are a few historical examples of
clinicians-researchers which will bring home the
relevance of this issue:

Werner Forssmann

In 1929, Werner Forssmann, a 25-year-old intern
from Germany, had been deeply impressed by a
sketch in his physiology textbook showing a
French physiologist standing in front of a horse,
holding a thin tube that had been put into the
jugular vein in the animal’s neck and then guided
into one of the heart’s chambers. He could not
understand why this simple technique, which
would avoid the complications of opening the
chest, had not already been tried on humans.
Forssmann asked his supervisor, Dr. Richard
Schneider, for permission to try this procedure on
a terminally ill patient. The request was flatly
refused, and Schneider forbade Forssmann from
conducting the experiment at all on any person,
including himself.

Forssmann decided to conduct the experiment
anyway, in secret. With the help of nurse Gerda
Ditzen, Forssmann successfully passed a ureteral
tube through a large antecubital vein into his right
atrium and confirmed this historical success with
a chest X-ray. Thus began the era of intravascular
catheterization, a procedure now taken for
granted and sometimes even overused and
abused, as was the case with Swanz Ganz
catheter. It was Werner Forssmann’s curiosity,
persistence and willingness to experiment on
himself that resulted in the advent of
intravascular catheterization, for which he
received the Nobel prize in physiology or
medicine in 1956.
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Victor Herbert

In 1959, Victor Herbert was a 32-year-old
hematologist who believed, contrary to prevailing
views, that dietary deficiency alone can result in
folate-deficient anemias. Sometimes, experience
with a single patient can change a researcher’s
thinking, and that was the case with Herbert,
when he saw an engineer who had retired from
the Boston subway system and presented with a
combination of scurvy and folate deficient
megaloblastic anemia. Herbert learned that his
patient, who was on a very tight budget, ate all
his meals at a chain of fast-food Hamburger
stands in Boston. As Herbert stated: “After a diet
of 15-cent Hamburgers, donuts and coffee for
five years, my patient developed scurvy and
megaloblastic anemia, which | believed was due
to folate deficiency.” To prove his hypothesis,
Herbert went on a strict vitamin- deficient diet,
and after 133 days of a folate-deficient diet, a
weight loss of 26 pounds, a drop of hematocrit
from 48% to 42% and nine bone marrow
examinations, Herbert developed megaloblastic
anemia, confirming cause and effect.

Songtao Shi

Songtao Shi observed a red tissue inside the
deciduous tooth of his 6-year-old daughter. From
these and other teeth, Shi developed stem cells
from human exfoliated deciduous teeth (SHED)
at the NIH laboratories. These cells have
potential to develop dentin, which one day may
be used to repair damaged teeth, induce the
regrowth of bone, and treat nerve injury or
disease. This work is currently in progress.

The Story of Stomach Ulcers: Acid or
Bacteria?

Nearly two decades ago, we were taught that acid
in the stomach is the cause of the very prevalent
stomach ulcers. We would even provide milk via
nasogastric tubes for hospitalized patients with
stomach ulcers, the rationale being that milk
would neutralize the acid, which was supposed to
be the cause of the ulceration. All this changed
with the discovery of Helicobacter pylori (H.
pylori) as a cause of stomach ulcers.
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Helicobacter pylori was first discovered in the
stomachs of patients with gastritis and stomach
ulcers nearly 27 years ago by Barry J. Marshall
and J. Robin Warren of Perth, Western Australia.
At that time (1982-1983), the conventional
thinking was that no bacterium can live in the
human stomach, as the stomach produced
extensive amounts of acid.

The bacterium had been observed in 1979 by
Warren, a pathologist, who beginning in 1981
conducted further research on it with Marshall, a
physician. After numerous unsuccessful attempts
at culturing the bacteria from the stomach, they
finally succeeded in visualizing colonies in 1982,
when they unintentionally left their Petri dishes
incubating for 5 days over the Easter weekend. In
their original paper, Warren and Marshall
contended that most stomach ulcers and gastritis
were caused by infection by this bacterium and
not by stress or spicy food, as previously
assumed.

To demonstrate that H. pylori caused gastritis and
was not merely a bystander, Marshall drank a
beaker of H. pylori. He became ill several days
later with nausea and vomiting. An endoscopy 10
days after inoculation revealed signs of gastritis
and the presence of H. pylori. These results
suggested that H. pylori was the causative agent
of gastritis. Marshall and Warren went on to
show that antibiotics are effective in the
treatment of many cases of gastritis. Warren and
Marshall were awarded the Nobel prize in
medicine in 2005 for their work on H. pylori.

Asbestos as a Carcinogen

In the 1960s, Irving Selikoff documented
asbestos-related  diseases among industrial
workers. This discovery came more or less
inadvertently. In the 1950s, Selikoff had opened a
general medicine practice in Paterson, New
Jersey. A few years later, the Asbestos Workers
Union asked him to add their membership to his
practice. Selikoff noticed that several new cases
of mesothelioma were diagnosed in a year in his
practice, whereas the expected incidence was
only about 5/100,000. This happened while the
new cohort (asbestos workers) were still a small
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fraction of the clinic's patient list. This anomaly
led Selikoff to examine the relationship between
asbestos exposure and mesothelioma. He
conducted various studies and established a link
between asbestos and cancer. Asbestos-removal
became a big issue; many large buildings
contained tons of asbestos embedded in walls and
ceilings. Controversies arose, because the
workers removing the asbestos opened up intact
structures, scattered toxic dust around and left
chaos behind them. Laws were passed to require
better planning, preparation and cleanup
procedures. The situation eventually improved.
For his pioneering work, Dr. Irving Selikoff
received many awards, including the Albert
Lasker Award for Clinical Medical Research.
There are many examples of such astute
observations by curious practicing physicians,
which are highlighted in the literature.

In Summary

The key factors for success of research are:
intellectual curiosity, asking the key questions
about he relevance of research, perseverance in
data collection, honesty in reporting findings,
learning to collaborate and finally the spirit of
contribution to local and international scientific
achievements.
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