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Case reports: an established form 
of medical communication 

Case report:  
a description of an unusual or 

novel occurrence consisting of a 
detailed report of the 

symptoms, signs, diagnosis, 
treatment, and follow-up of a 

single or few patients 



Influential case reports 
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Do case reports still have value?  

Hierarchy of evidence 

Anecdotal 

Infrequently cited 



Do case reports still have value?  

Important for medical progress 

YES! Frequently read 

Publishing opportunity 

Educational 



Case report journals: 
emergence 



Case report journals: 
characteristics 

• Exclusively publish or focus on publishing case reports 
• Case reports can cover a wide range of clinical issues: 

• Novel disease pathogenesis 
• Unreported adverse effects of drugs/treatments 
• Demonstrations of new therapeutic approaches 
• Ethical challenges in patient management 
• Strategies for preventing or overcoming medical error 

• Relatively high acceptance rates (20-70%) 
• Do not typically have an impact factor 
• Most are open access (~90%) and require authors to pay 

an article processing fee upon acceptance ($300-1200) 



Open access journals 



Predatory open access journals 
 

Not indexed 

No quality peer review 

May disappear overnight 



Case report journals 
 

167 journal titles (so far) 

Questionable 
publishing  
practices 

(31%) 



• Sends spam email requests for submissions or editorial 
positions 

• No named editor-in-chief or one without academic 
credentials 

• Article processing charges not clearly displayed on website 
• Website looks unprofessional 
• Articles are not professionally typeset 
• The name of the journal does  
    not reflect its origin 
• Promises an unreasonably  
    short peer review period 

 

Predatory open access journals: 
warning signs 



Fake impact 
factor 

Unprofessional-looking 
website 

Typos and  
grammatical errors 

A bad example 
 



No academic affiliation 

A bad example 
 



No academic affiliation 

Bulk article submission fee 

A bad example 
 



No professional 
typesetting 

A bad example 
 



• Indexed in PubMed (~40%) 
• Recognizable publisher  
• Named editor-in-chief and editorial board members with 

academic credentials 
• Sponsored by a professional society 

Choosing a good case report journal: 
what to look for 



A good example 



A good example 

• Publishes any case reports with valuable clinical lessons 
• New insights into disease pathogenesis 
• Learning from medical errors 
• Unusual presentation of common disease/injury 
• Unusual association between diseases or symptoms 
• Rare or new conditions/diseases 
• Novel diagnostic procedure or treatment 
• Unexpected outcomes of treatment/drug 

• 42% acceptance rate 
• Indexed in PubMed and CINAHL 
• Annual individual fellowship fee: $297 
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Tips for writing  
case reports 



• Choose a journal before starting to write.  
• Follow the journal’s instructions for formatting, length 

requirements, patient consent, etc. 
• Limit the number of authors following recommendations 

by the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors.  

Choose a journal and determine 
authorship 
 



Focus on a single educational message 
1. Raise awareness so that diagnosis may be made more 

readily in the future 
2. Shed new light on possible etiology/pathogenesis of a 

condition or complication 
3. Illustrate a new principle or support/refute current 

theory 
4. Elucidate a previously misunderstood clinical condition 

or response to treatment 
5. Inform on how mistakes can be anticipated  
       or avoided in the future 

Define your educational message 

Chelvarajah & Bycroft, 2004, Acta Neurochir 



Literature search 

• Perform an exhaustive literature search to put your case in 
context. 

• Don’t include this literature in your case report (journals 
usually limit the number of references). 

Title 

• Be informative, not cute or clever. 
• Include the words “case report” in the title. 



Introduction 

• Briefly provide background information (e.g., incidence, 
number of previously reported cases) to put your case 
into context (1-2 paragraphs). 

• Clearly describe the purpose of the case report.  



Case presentation: 
CARE guidelines (www.care-statement.org) 

 • Patient information: demographics, chief complaint, 
relevant history, pertinent comorbidities, physical exam 

• Diagnostic focus and assessment: diagnostic methods (lab 
tests, imaging, etc.), challenges, and reasoning 

• Therapeutic focus and assessment: type of intervention, its 
route of administration and intensity 

• Follow-up and outcomes: intervention modification, 
adverse effects or unanticipated events, outcomes as 
assessed by clinician and patient 



Include a timeline 

Case presentation: 
CARE guidelines (www.care-statement.org) 

 



Case presentation 

• Describe the case in chronological order. 
• Refer to the patient as a person (e.g., “the patient”, “he” or 

“she”, “man” or “woman”), not a case 
• Describe the patient’s perspective (can even provide a 

separate narrative written by patient). 
• Be objective: don’t make inferences about why the patient’s 

health status may have changed, and don’t present 
opinions—save these for the Discussion section.   



Discussion 

• Don’t claim “first”. 
• Don’t argue causation. 
• Don’t generalize (e.g., don’t conclude that a management 

strategy is safe and effective or that it will work for other 
patients). 



Rejection 

• Don’t give up. 
• Revise, carefully addressing each reviewers’ comments, and 

resubmit. 
• Submit to another journal. 
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Further reading 


