From the Editor . . .
The journey from research report to manuscript
We often receive submissions of
papers that are based on master’s research reports or theses.
We encourage and appreciate
such submissions. However, the
process of converting a research
report into a good paper, worthy
of publication, is not simple – it
requires careful thought and rewriting. Although I have focused
on the conversion of master’s
reports to manuscripts in this
editorial, the points I have covNtombizodwa Ndlovu
ered apply to other academic,
Assistant Editor
and technical, reports.
The first point to consider is the quality of the research, which
should be of a high standard.1 The mark given by the examiners
of the report is a good guide but, for a scientific manuscript, the
research should add something new to what is known on the topic.
At the master’s degree level, it is not an absolute requirement for
the research to be novel, but journal editors publish papers that
add new knowledge to the existing literature. This is one of the
reasons that it is not sufficient merely to summarise the research
report without thinking about the contribution of the work to the
field of interest. I recommend that the authors (student/graduate
and supervisor) consider the aim or objective of the paper before
they start writing. The authors may choose to focus on one objective
if the research covered a number of objectives; they might shift
the focus of the objective to make the study more topical; or they
might decide to carry out further analyses, or re-analyse the data,
to strengthen the findings.
Once the authors have decided on the objective, they should
select an appropriate journal to which they can submit the manuscript. One way of doing this is to note the journals in which papers
on the topic of interest have already been published. The next
step is to read the aims and scope of the journal to see if the topic
is suitable. After selecting a journal, the authors should read the
author guidelines carefully before writing. Papers have a higher
chance of being sent for review if they are well laid out and follow
the journal’s guidelines – regarding both the topic and formatting.
The most obvious difference between a research report
and a journal paper is the length. While the body of a research
report can be 40 to 60 pages long, most journals have strict word
limits. For example, Occupational Health Southern Africa has a
limit of 3 500 words for papers that report original research and
for review articles (https://www.occhealth.co.za/documents/
Guidelinesforauthors.pdf ). While it may be tempting to trim the
report by deleting what they deem to be ‘unnecessary’ information, authors are advised not to do this as they may inadvertently
leave extraneous information and references in the paper.2 To
avoid this, rather write the paper from scratch. This will also help
to express ideas more concisely and to align each section of the
paper with the chosen objective(s).
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Below are my top tips for writing the different sections of the paper.
Introduction: There is usually a lag between completion of the degree
and writing of the paper, during which new papers on the topic will
have been published. Hence, it is necessary to search the literature to
update the introduction and to inform the discussion.
Methods: While this section should be written concisely, it should
include a comprehensive description of all methods used. The methods
should be written in such a way that the study can be replicated. For
example, it is not sufficient to state that a particular statistical test was
used without describing the variables and the reason for using the test.
Results: Only the results that are relevant to the objective should be
included. Authors should avoid including interesting but irrelevant
findings.
Discussion: This should not be a repetition of the results, but an
explanation of what they might mean. Only the key results should
be discussed in relation to the objective stated in the paper and to
the existing literature. The strengths and limitations, and recommendations for the way forward, should also be included.
Abstract: The abstract should be written after the body of the paper
has been written to ensure that it is an accurate summary.
Title: The authors may need to change the title from that of the research
report to reflect the content of the paper.
The last point that I want to make about the conversion of a research
report to a manuscript is that authors should write for the target
audience. Research reports follow the formats and styles of academic
institutions and are written primarily for the purpose of examination.
On the other hand, scientific manuscripts must meet the requirements
of the journal and satisfy both the reviewers and the editors. The fact
that a report was passed by examiners does not mean that it will meet
the journal’s requirements. Authors need to be aware of this and ensure
that they read the journal’s author guidelines carefully and apply them
meticulously. ‘Small’ things, such as using the incorrect font (style
and size), not rounding off numbers as required by the journal, using
the wrong referencing style, etc. can make the difference between
acceptance and rejection of the manuscript. As Feldman so aptly puts
it, “the devil is in the details”.1
In this issue, we are pleased to have two original research papers
from beyond the South African borders. The paper from Namibia
explores factors associated with musculoskeletal disorders in
operator drivers in the construction and mining industries, and
Woldegiorgis et al. present a case study on occupational health
and safety challenges in an Ethiopian industrial park, specialising
in garment production. The third paper reports on low back pain
among cashiers working for a major franchise in KwaZulu-Natal,
South Africa. The last two papers focus on the service industry; a
sector that is not well researched.
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