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EDITORIAL 

A review of prospective trial registration in the Journal of Advanced 

Nursing in 2018 

 

1. BACKGROUND 

Registration creates a public record of planned clinical trials and is perhaps that most 

important weapon in ensuring unbiased reporting of clinical research. It is argued that 

registration reduces publication bias, the phenomenon where more positive or favourable 

findings are generally more likely to get published (Hunter, Seidler, & Askie, 2018). Outcome 

selection bias – where the researcher switches the outcomes of a study or only selectively 

reports favourable measures – may also be prevented by prospective trial registration. The 

World Health Organisation has a list of trial registries that meet specific criteria 

(https://www.who.int/ictrp/network/primary/en/) that include content, quality and validity, 

and accessibility.  

Trials registration should be completed prospectively, that is to say, before the first 

participants is enrolled in the study. If a trial is registered after the first enrolment, it is 

defined as being retrospectively registered. Delayed registration negates the key benefits of 

registration and, it has been argued, has little scientific merit.  

The Journal of Advanced Nursing author guidelines state that clinical trials are to be 

͞prospectively registered͟ iŶ a publicly accessible database. However, the editors then walk 
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this back slightly by stating that authors need to give reasons if a trial was not registered or 

was retrospectively registered. In a Journal of Advanced Nursing editorial (Noyes, 2018) 

reiterates the need for prospective registration – which she argues is optimal but concludes 

that "retrospective registration is possible to enable publication."  

Authors of a recent analysis of trial registration trends in 9,450 trials registered on the 

Australian and New Zealand Clinical Trial Registry (ANZCTR)  - a widely used WHO listed 

registry - found an increase in prospective registration, from 48% in 2005 to 63% in 2012 

(Hunter et al., 2018). Subsequently, plateauing at around 64%. Gray, Badnapurkar, & 

Thomas (2016) reviewed the registration status of 44 trials published in the Journal of 

Advanced Nursing over five years from 2011 and 2016, six (14%) were prospectively 

registered.  

2. METHOD 

This review aimed to determine the number of randomized controlled trials published in the 

Journal of Advanced Nursing in 2018 that were prospectively registered. Trials were 

identified by manually searching the title and abstract of papers published in volume 74 

(issues 1 through 12) and listed on the journal website (accepted and in-press papers were 

excluded). Using trial registration definitions used by Gray et al (2017) we coded included 

trials as 1. prospectively registered, 2. retrospectively registered, 3. not registered (including 

trials that were registered but this was not reported in the manuscript). We also extracted 

information about the reporting of the registration number as part of the abstract, the 

inclusion of study design in the title, trial design (e.g. pilot/feasibility, full trial), sample size 

and the country where the fieldwork was undertaken. From trials that were retrospectively 

or not registered we also extracted the reasons for this reported in the manuscript.  

3. RESULTS 

According to SCOPUS the Journal of Advanced Nursing published 288 documents (of which 

we coded 148 reporting primary research) in 2018. Our search identified six (4% of research 

papers) randomised controlled trials that were included in this review (Chiu et al., 2018; 

Daigle, Talbot, & French, 2018; Sampaio, Araújo, Sequeira, Canut, & Martins, 2018; 

“traŶdell‐LaiŶe et al., ϮϬϭ8; WaŶg et al., ϮϬϭ8; )hu et al., ϮϬϭ8Ϳ. Two trials were registered 

with clinicaltrials.gov, two with ISRCTN (International Standard Randomised Controlled 
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Trials Number) and one with the Chinese clinical trials registry. Dates when fieldwork was 

conducted were reported in 5 (83%) papers. Most authors (n=5, 83%) reported an 

evaluation of some type of psychosocial intervention (e.g. psychoeducation, education, 

mindfulness). Fieldwork for included trials was conducted in Asia (n=3, 50%), Europe (n=2, 

33%) and North America (n=1, 17%). Most (n=5, 83%) papers did not specify the type of trial 

they were reporting; most seemed to be full trials testing specific hypotheses. One author 

stated they were reporting a pilot study. Mean sample size was 100 (SD=35.8, range= 62-

162). The majority of trials were externally funded (n=5, 83%). Only one trial did not include 

a CONSORT diagram (Daigle et al., 2018).  

Half of the included studies (n=3, 50%) were prospectively registered (Chiu et al., 2018; 

Sampaio et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2018). Two (33%) were retrospectively registered 

;“traŶdell‐LaiŶe et al., 2018; Zhu et al., 2018). One study was not registered (we emailed the 

author to confirm this) (Daigle et al., 2018). The authors of the retrospectively registered 

and unregistered trials did not provide any rationale for not prospectively registering their 

research. In the majority of papers (n=4, 67%) the registration number was reported as part 

of the abstract. In only one paper was the registration status of the trial reported as 

prospective in the manuscript (Sampaio et al., 2018).  

4. DISCUSSION   

This review aimed to determine the number of prospectively registered randomized 

controlled trials published in the Journal of Advanced Nursing in 2018. Half of the trials 

published were prospectively registered. Our observation provides evidence of improved 

rates of prospective trial registration in the Journal of Advanced Nursing given that between 

2011 and 2016 only 14% were prospectively registered (Gray et al., 2016).  

There is scope for authors, editors, and reviewers contributing to the Journal of Advanced 

Nursing to improve trial reporting. For example: Ensuring that registration numbers are 

reported as part of the abstract, providing a detailed justification why trials were not 

prospectively registered and ensuring authors noted in the title of the article that they are 

reporting a clinical trial.   
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We note that the Journal of Advanced Nursing editorial team could decide not to publish 

retrospectively registered trials. This – in our opinion – would likely be a poor strategic 

decision, risking non-publication of relevant trial data.   

Whilst not convention, it may be informative to state in the abstract (alongside the 

registration number) the registration status of the trial (e.g. this trial was prospectively 

registered). This would inform the reader of the registration status of the manuscript; 

currently they are required to check the status on the registry.  

A somewhat tangential discussion point, but a comment feels necessary. The pilot study 

reported by Daigle et al., (2018) was the only unregistered trial. Typically, pilot studies are 

an initial attempt by authors to test the feasibility study design – ahead of a full trial – and 

are not intended to test specific hypotheses (Leon, Davis, & Kraemer, 2011). Daigle et al., 

(2018) seemingly do hypothesis test, for example, stating that "MBSR [Mindfulness based 

stress reduction] produced significant improvements in distress.͟   

In this review, we have examined only a small number of trials published in a single (high 

ranking) journal. We do not consider our findings generalizable (to nursing science journals); 

however, our observations are consistent with studies that report much lower rates of 

prospective trial registration in nursing, compared to biomedical science more generally 

(Gray et al., 2017; Hunter et al., 2018). We did not include non-randomised trials in this 

review and it is important to note that these studies – that meet standard definitions of a 

clinical trial – are not exempt from registration.        

5. CONCLUSION 

Rates of prospective trial registration are improving in the Journal of Advanced Nursing. 

However, there remains scope for further enhancement in reporting, notably ensuring 

authors of retrospectively registered trials provide a transparent rational as to why their 

study was not registered.  
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