
Sharpening the point

Medical manuscripts tend toward the
prosaic, but this does not mean that
they should also be grammatically
flawed. A review of many fine journals
shows a high batting average for cor-
rect grammar but suggests room for
improvement. Surely, the best research
demands the best grammar. The fol-
lowing is a light-hearted appeal. 

What is the dot (period) doing in the
short form of the word “Doctor”? “Dr”
is not in fact an abbreviation; rather, it
is a contraction.1 This means that the
first and last letters are present, and as
such there is no need for a dot. The
same is true when “Mister” and “Mis-
sus” are shortened. In contrast, a true
abbreviation — where early letters are
preserved but the last letter is gone —
does demand a lovely big dot. The trun-
cated form of “Professor” is therefore
crying out for a dot (“Prof.”). The
shortened forms of “intravenous” and
“subcutaneous” require dots for their
respective abbreviations “iv.” and “sc.”
The same is true for “et al.” (the abbre-
viation of “et alii,” meaning “other peo-
ple” or “other things”) and “etc.” (ab-
breviated from “et cetera”). 

But wait — this means that “M.D.”
needs 2 dots, as does “e.g.,” the abbre-
viation for “exempli gratia” (meaning
“for example”) and “i.e.,” the abbrevi-
ation of “id est” (meaning “that is to
say”). 

Call this petty, pedantic or archaic
— which it largely is. Feel free to ad-
monish us to focus on producing real
research — which really we should. Re-
gardless, spare the dot (and reserve for

abbreviations) and improve the manu-
script. 

P.G. Brindley
University of Alberta Hospital
Edmonton, Alta.
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[The senior deputy editor 

responds:]

P.G. Brindley shows an admirable appre-
ciation for, ahem, the finer points of ed-
iting. The style manual of the Council of
Biology Editors (now the Council of Sci-
ence Editors)1 argues for a blend of 2 ten-
dencies in the punctuation of abbrevia-
tions, namely, the British rejection of
that redundant dot after “contraction ab-
breviations” such as “Dr.” and the North
American avoidance of clutter in
acronyms (AIDS) and initialisms (CIHR).
CMAJ’s style notes, which take up more
pages than anyone could imagine, es-
chew periods in acronyms and ini-
tialisms, as well as in abbreviations ap-
pearing in reference lists, but we indulge
mild and widely accepted illogicalities
such as “Dr.” and “Nfld.” (when we
don’t mean NL) and other examples that
I cannot place at the end of this sentence
without confusing the point. Periods are
not used in units of measure, where
there is little chance of misreading (6 h,
2.5 mg), and elsewhere are retained on

the grounds of both logic and conven-
tion (sp., spp.). Suffice it to say we avoid
abbreviations where possible. 

Anne Marie Todkill
Senior Deputy Editor
CMAJ
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Clarifying a misunderstand-

ing on clinical trial registry

The statement of the International Com-
mittee of Medical Journal Editors
(ICMJE)1,2 that clinical trial registration is
a requirement for publication of trial re-
sults in their journals has captured the at-
tention of researchers around the world.
The editors noted that ClinicalTrials.gov
(http://clinicaltrials.gov), an international
trials registry developed and maintained
by the US National Institutes of Health,
met their criteria for an acceptable 
registry.2 We are writing to address 
misunderstandings about the current
policies and procedures of this registry.

A memorandum sent to Canadian
health researchers by Mark Bisby, Vice-
President of the Canadian Institutes of
Health Research (CIHR), on Sept.1,
2005, claimed that ClinicalTrials.gov
does not provide unique trial identifiers
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Letters submission process

CMAJ’s enhanced letters feature is now the portal for all submissions to our
letters column. To prepare a letter, visit www.cmaj.ca and click “Submit a
response to this article” in the box near the top right-hand corner of any CMAJ
article. All letters will be considered for publication in the print journal. 

Letters written in response to an article published in CMAJ are more likely to be
accepted for print publication if they are submitted within 2 months of the
article’s publication date. Letters accepted for print publication are edited for
length (usually 250 words) and house style.


