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Abstract 
Search engine optimisation (SEO) is the 
process of optimising your writing so that it 
can be found easily on the internet. There are 
five key steps that you can take to increase the 
discoverability of your work, which will be 
discussed below. These are:  
1.   Choose your keywords carefully;  
2.   Optimise your title;  
3.   Optimise your abstract;  
4.   Use your keywords throughout your 

article; and  
5.   Build links to your work. 
 
It is important to consider SEO when creating 
all types of medical writing that will be 
available on the internet. However, while SEO 
is important for the discoverability of your 
work it should never outweigh the 
importance of good scientific practice and 
publication. 

 

Introduction 

n
earch engine optimisation (SEO) is a term 
that few medical writers and academics are 

familiar with. While it was once the domain of 
our technology colleagues, it is now something 
that all medical writers should understand and be 
actively applying to your work. This is because 
SEO is a strategy that you undertake to make sure 
that your work can be easily found online. 

Despite many large publishers now providing 
information on how to optimise your research 
article prior to publication, SEO is still a relatively 
new concept for most academics, researchers, 

and medical writers.1,2 In this article, we 
summarise the current advice on optimising your 
work to maximise its discoverability through 
search engines. 

Why is SEO important? 
Online information is found by web crawlers, 
spiders, and bots that trawl the internet. The web 
pages and files they find are listed in search 
engines. Notably, Wiley Author Services has  
disclosed that over 50% of traffic to their online 
library comes from Google, Google Scholar, and 
other search engines.1 Having such a large 
percentage of traffic coming from online search 
engines highlights the importance of SEO in the 
discoverability of research. 

Quite simply, research outputs that can be 
easily found on the World Wide Web will be 
viewed, downloaded, and cited more frequently 
than a paper buried on page 10 of your Google 
search results. It influences the impact of your 
work and allows you to share your work with the 
broader community. In a landscape with a rapidly 
growing body of scholarly literature, SEO helps 

people find your work. 
 

How can I improve my SEO? 
There are five key steps to optimising your 
medical writing outputs to help them be found 
and ranked highly by search engines (Figure 1). 
 
Step 1: Choose your keywords carefully 
The easiest place to start is by identifying your 
keywords. Most of us are guilty of leaving article 
keyword choice just prior to submitting an 
article. This is a mistake! Keyword selection and 
use is fundamental to good SEO and the concept 
extends beyond the requisite three to five words 
often required by journals. 

Start by considering the target audience for 
your work; what search terms would they use to 
look for your paper? It is likely that a healthcare 
practitioner will use a different search term than 
a member of the public. This will help you to 
select your keywords. Once you have some terms 
in mind you can use Google to help determine 
other keywords. By simply typing in relevant 
terms, Google will show you which related 

doi:   10.56012/fvxn4035

Figure 1: Five steps in search engine optimisation for medical writers 
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Choose your 
keywords carefully

Keyword selection and use is fundamental 
to good SEO.

Optimise your title Your article title should be short, contain 
one to two keywords. 

Optimise your 
abstract

Make your first two sentences count - 
these will show in search engine results. 

Add keywords to other 
parts of your article

Add keywords to your article sub-headings, 
body and graphics.

Build links Include author ORCiDs, cite pivotal 
research,  and promote your work. 
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phrases are frequently searched for. 
Your keywords should indicate the content of 

the article (not your results). While some 
journals still require article keywords to be 
Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) others will 
accept any relevant words or phrases. Another tip 
is to ensure that your keywords are singular and 
not plural.3 You should also 
consider spelling. While more 
people use US English spelling in 
search engines, your choice of 
language is often governed by the 
journal. Once you have decided 
on your keywords you should try 
to use them in your title, abstract, 
and main body of your work. 
 
Step 2: Optimise your title 
Ideally your article title should be short and 
contain one or two of your chosen keywords. It 
is also recommended that you have a keyword 
appear in the first 65 characters.4,5 This is because 
most search engines will shorten long titles in 
their result listings. For this same reason, catchy 
phrases or puns should only be used in the article 
sub-title. 

It is suggested that you avoid using special 
characters such as &, *, / and diacritical marks in 
your title. This is because such papers are often 
incorrectly cited.3  

Step 3: Optimise your abstract 
Your next step is to look at optimising your 
abstract. The first two sentences of your abstract 
will be displayed in search engine findings, so 
make them count.4,5 Ideally you should try to use 
your keywords in these sentences and then reuse 
them between three to six times throughout your 

abstract.4 You may also consider 
the use of synonyms to increase 
your chance of your work being 
found. Again, consider the terms 
that people in your target 
audience might use when 
searching for information. More 
generally, your abstract should 
be written succinctly and focus 
on your essential findings. 
 

Step 4: Other places to use your keywords 
There are other places in your article that can be 
optimised by judicial use of your keywords. 
These are: 
l Sub-headings2,4,5 
l Article content2,4,5 
l Tables2 
l Figures2 
l Captions2 
l Image Alt text (alternative text) 
l Graphics2 
l Document file name2 

The content of vector graphics (graphics that are 
made up of paths, as opposed to pixels), such as 
Encapsulated PostScript file (.eps), Adobe 
Illustrator (.ai), and Scalable Vector Graphics 
(.svg) files can be read and indexed by search 
engines.2 Creating vector graphics does not need 
to involve specialised software and can be 
achieved in Microsoft PowerPoint. The content 
of other image types is not indexed but you can 
save information in the file name.3 As such, if 
your article has an accompanying graphical 
abstract, it is important to consider both the file 
format and the content of the graphic; if you are 
able to use a vector graphic what keywords will 
you include? 

For other medical writing outputs that are 
being saved to the web, remember to optimise 
your file names by including appropriate 
keywords, e.g. File-Name-SEO.pdf. Further, for 
files that are saved as portable document files 
(PDFs), make sure that you add relevant 
metadata (information saved to the file that is not 
visible in the document) to the file properties and 
save it as an archivable PDF/A. 
 
Step 5: Build links to and from your article 
SEO can further be improved both by linking to 
and from your article.  
 
 

Start by 
considering your 
target audience; 

what search terms 
would they use to 

look for your 
paper?
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Linking to previous research 
By both referencing seminal articles and citing 
relevant research by the authors, you build links 
and increase the discoverability of your writing.2,4 

Similarly, by including all authors’ Open 
Researcher and Contributor ID (ORCiD) you 
help to link your current publication to every 
author’s past work. 
 
Promoting your article after 
publication 
Once your article is written and published, there 
are still a few strategies you can adopt to ensure 
that your article is easily found. The volume of 
inbound links also plays a factor in search engine 
rankings. One way to increase this is to market 
your work. Start by telling everyone in your 
academic and social networks about your new 
article and sharing its URL. Places to consider 
sharing include: 
l X (formerly called Twitter) 
l LinkedIn 
l Facebook 
l Instagram 
l Your website or blog (personal and company) 
l Academia (https://www.academia.edu/) 
l Mendeley (https://www.mendeley.com/) 
l ResearchGate 

(https://www.researchgate.net/)2,6 

 
Black hat search engine optimisation 
Before jumping into the world of SEO you 
should be aware that there are a set of poor 
practices, called black hat SEO. These practices 
have been identified as being used to increase a 
site’s ranking despite breaking the rules and 
policies specified by search engines. Such 
practices can result in larger search engines 
penalising your work by showing it much lower 
in search results.7 

The black hat SEO practice that is most 
relevant to medical writing is keyword stuffing. 
Keyword stuffing is when the author overuses the 

keywords, to the point where they are being used 
out of context. 

 
Conclusion 
It is important to consider SEO for all forms of 
medical writing including journal articles and 
reports that will be available on the internet. 
Good SEO can increase the discoverability and 
impact of your work. While SEO is important  it 
should never outweigh the importance of good 
scientific practice and publication. 
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