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Research design and methods
To assess the feasibility of publishing a standalone PLSP, we looked at several factors:

Results
• Following review of the ICMJE guidelines, we considered PLSPs to be an Acceptable Secondary Publication, provided 

several conditions were met as outlined in Table 1.  

• A publication process (Figure 1) was developed and included the creation of specific author guidelines and processes for 
peer review, publication and dissemination. 

• An article template, with the layout and visuals used to enhance understanding, was also developed. 

• Our first peer-reviewed standalone PLSP was published open access in Future Oncology10  and is discoverable via 
PubMed, where it links to the primary research publication.
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Objective
We sought to determine the practicality and benefits of 
publishing a standalone PLSP of a journal article in a 
peer-reviewed journal.

Table 1. Conditions stipulated by the International Committee of Medical Journals Editors’ recommendations on 
Acceptable Secondary Publications.

Condition

1

2

3

4

5

6

The authors have received approval from the editors of both 
journals (the editor concerned with secondary publication 
must have access to the primary version).

As well as sending a presubmission enquiry to the target 
journal outlining your intent to publish a PLSP of a published 
article, we recommend authors seek approval from the original 
publisher as soon as possible in the development of the PLSP.

The priority of the primary publication is respected by a publication 
interval negotiated by both editors with the authors.

When consulting the journal editor in Condition 1 above, authors 
should also discuss an acceptable publication timeline and 
whether a lag time between publication of the original article 
and the PLSP is preferred. 

The paper for secondary publication is intended for a different 
group of readers; an abbreviated version could be sufficient.

Consider the intended audience of the PLSP to determine 
relevant and suitably formatted information is included.

The secondary version faithfully reflects the authors, data, and 
interpretations of the primary version.

The PLSP should ideally include at least one author from the 
original publication and include all pertinent information of 
relevance to the intended audience.

The secondary version informs readers, peers, and documenting 
agencies that the paper has been published in whole or in part 
elsewhere—for example, with a note that might read, "This article is 
based on a study first reported in the [journal title, with full 
reference]"—and the secondary version cites the primary reference.

The PLSP must include the full citation and link to the primary 
publication it is summarizing.

The title of the secondary publication should indicate that it is a 
secondary publication (complete or abridged republication or 
translation) of a primary publication. Of note, the NLM does not 
consider translations to be "republications" and does not cite or 
index them when the original article was published in a journal 
that is indexed in MEDLINE.

Use an engaging title that informs your audience about the 
content and purpose of the article. A good title will also help 
with the discoverability of the PSLP once published.

Solution

Conclusions

• Our experience has confirmed that it is possible to 
publish a PLSP as a standalone, peer-reviewed article, 
with the benefits this confers in terms of quality and 
discoverability. 

• Further work is required to ensure the language used in 
the PLSP is at an appropriate literacy level, where 
currently no formal guidance exists. 

• Further liaison with bodies such as journal indexing sites 
and patient organisations could help improve article 
discoverability.

• As the publication practice of PLS evolves, we plan to 
adapt our publication process, ensuring any emerging 
guidelines or standards are followed and incorporated 
where relevant.

Submission

• Usual journal submission process via the journal’s 
ScholarOne site

• Forms needed include author disclosure and open 
access forms

Revision

•  Author revisions
•  Editor discusses the layout of the PLSP and how you 

want the final version to look

Publication

The PLSP is: 
•  Published alongside regular content within the journal 

online and in print (where relevant)
•  Assigned a DOI number allowing it to be fully citable
• Published open access under a CC-BY-ND license 

meaning anyone can read the PLSP

Peer review

Review by a subject area specialist 
as well as a PLS expert

Production

Article accepted - the PLSP undergoes formatting 
using our PLSP template, incorporating graphics and 

images as discussed

Figure 1. How to publish a Plain Language Summary of Publication in a Future Science Group journal.

Audience
Who you want to read the PLSP? 

This will guide the reading level and language

Authors
Who will be the authors? All PLSPs should ideally 

include an author of the original article. We also 
welcome other authors, including patient authors, 
provided they meet the ICMJE authorship criteria

Readability review
Can a lay audience understand the PLS? Prior to 

submission we recommend you ask a non-specialist 
colleague to undertake a readability and 

comprehension review of the PLSP

Digital enhancements
Are there any other ways you can help a lay audience 

understand the information presented? We can 
publish a range of digital content alongside PLSPs, 

including animated videos

Approval from original journal 
Does the editor of the original journal approve? 
Send them an email seeking approval to publish 
the PLSP

Presubmission enquiry 
Is the PLSP suitable for the target journal? Email the 
editor of the intended journal to ascertain suitability for 
publication and obtain a copy of the author guidelines

Design 
How do you want the PLSP to look? Our PLSPs follow a 
set template designed in-house but we encourage 
authors to use non-traditional graphics to convey figures 
and data where needed

Presubmission

Discoverability - appropriate tagging used to identify 
the PLSP and any patient authors on indexing sites

Dissemination - the PLSP is shared across social 
media and with relevant patient organisations

Post-publication

Was there a
need to

publish PLSPs?

Were PLSPs being
published in other

journals?

Would PLSPs be compliant with publishing
guidelines such as the International Committee 
of Medical Journals Editors (ICMJE) guidelines?7

What were the 
recommendations for language,
format and layout for PLSPs?8,9

Introduction

• There is growing interest in the publication of plain 
language versions of scientific publications, with Plain 
Language Summaries (PLS) of Publications (PLSPs) 
helpful in communicating research to non-expert 
audiences. 

• Recent research has also highlighted the important role 
of PLSPs in empowering patients and fostering the 
dialogue between patients and their physicians¹.  

• Recent work has shown that 45% of patients and 
caregivers access journal articles².

• There are several ways in which PLS of clinical trial data 
are published³. 

• In Europe, lay summaries of clinical trial results are 
mandated by the EU Clinical Trials Regulation No. 
536/2014⁴.

• The feasibility of publishing PLS of congress abstracts 
has been shown⁵.

• Many journals, including those published by the Future 
Science Group, also publish PLS alongside journal 
articles; however, these are typically short-form lay 
abstracts and their discoverability and accessibility 
varies⁶. 

Our research has shown there is an unmet need for 
publishing PLSPs of medical and scientific literature 
as standalone journal articles.


