
Center for Surveillance, Epidemiology,
and Laboratory Services

MMWR Weekly Overview and Initial Considerations 
in Developing a Report

Charlotte K. Kent, PhD, MPH
Executive Editor, MMWR Series

2018 CSTE MMWR Intensive Writing Training Course
February 1, 2018



1976



1976



1976



1981



1981



1981





• 66 Zika reports since EOC activation
o 53 as Early Releases (48 hour production)
o 16 Reports summarized Interim Guidance 

MMWR Zika Virus Response



Cherry et al., Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2016;65:293–294
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Mission
 Voice of CDC

 Scientific periodical

 Public health capacity building



Components of MMWR Series
 MMWR Weekly
 MMWR Serials

– Recommendations and Reports
– Surveillance Summaries
– Supplements
– Annual Summaries



Types of articles in MMWR Weekly

 Full Reports
 Outbreak Reports
 Notes from the Field
 Policy Notes
 Vital Signs
 CDC Grand Rounds
 Announcements



Criteria for Publication

 Appropriateness
 Originality
 Quality
 Timeliness
 Clarity



Important Questions to be Answered 
When Considering Reports
 What is already known on this topic?
 What is added by this report?
 What are the implications for public health 

practice?



Question 1:

 Which of the following questions is NOT one considered as important to 
be answered in an MMWR report?
a.  What is already known on this topic?
b.  What are the implications of this report for state and local health 

departments? 
c. What is added by this report?
d. What are the implications for public health practice?



Question 1:

 Which of the following questions is NOT one considered as important to 
be answered in an MMWR report?
a.  What is already known on this topic?
b.  What are the implications of this report for state and local health 

departments? 
c. What is added by this report?
d. What are the implications for public health practice?

ANSWER: b
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Content Promotion — Tandem Publicat ions



Redistribut ion of Content — Mainstream Media

From: “Trends in Deaths Involving 
Heroin and Synthetic Opioids Excluding 
Methadone, and Law Enforcement Drug 
Product Reports, by Census Region —
United States, 2006–2015”

From: “Respiratory and Ocular 
Symptoms Among Employees of an 
Indoor Waterpark Resort — Ohio, 
2016”

From: “Notes from the Field: Pan-
Resistant New Delhi Metallo-Beta-
Lactamase-Producing Klebsiella
pneumoniae — Washoe County, 
Nevada, 2016”



Redistribution of Content — Blogs

From: “Hurricane Season Public Health Preparedness, 
Response, and Recovery Guidance for Health Care Providers, 
Response and Recovery Workers, and Affected Communities —
CDC, 2017”



Redistribution of Content — Business Press

From: “Prevention and Control of 
Seasonal Influenza with Vaccines: 
Recommendations of the Advisory 
Committee on Immunization Practices —
United States, 2017–18 Influenza 
Season”.

From: “Notes from the Field: Lead Poisoning in an Infant 
Associated with a Metal Bracelet — Connecticut, 2016”



Redistribution of Content — News in Other Journals

From: “Community Mit igat ion Guidelines to Prevent Pandemic Influenza 
— United States, 2017”



MMWR Bibliometrics



2017 Google Scholar
Top Publications - Epidemiology

Retrieved October 13, 2017 from 
https://scholar.google.com/citations?view_op=top_venues&hl=en&vq=med_epidemiology



2016 Journal Impact 
Factors 

Journal Journal Impact 
Factor

New England Journal of Medicine 72.4
JAMA 44.4
Lancet 44.0
MMWR 11.5
Annual Review of Public Health 10.2

Pediatrics 5.7
Tobacco Control 5.5
American Journal of Public Health 4.1
Preventing Chronic Disease 2.1



New MMWR Features



Online manuscript submission system —
implementation of other publication 

best practices



MMWR Altmetric

Altmetric.com 
accessed 6/9/2016



Altmetric attention scores— CDC publications, 
2016

Downloaded 03/15/17

MMWR added

• 8% (293/3690) of CDC authored 
publications published in MMWR

• 33% (31,439/94,894) of mentions 
about CDC publications in 
traditional and social media 
published in MMWR



Launched New Website – November 3
• Enhanced aesthetic
• Improved existing 

features
• New features

o Homepage metrics
o Report page metrics
o Compilation of 

opioid reports



Question 2:

 What is Altmetric?
a.  A new way to measure the number of mentions a paper gets in 

traditional and social media 
b. A new way to measure the number of times a paper is cited in 

the medical literature
c. A new colorful graphic added to MMWR reports for visual 

interest
d. The best way to measure impact of an MMWR report
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 What is Altmetric?
a.  A new way to measure the number of mentions a paper gets in 

traditional and social media 
b. A new way to measure the number of times a paper is cited in 

the medical literature
c. A new colorful graphic added to MMWR reports for visual 

interest
d. The best way to measure impact of an MMWR report

ANSWER: a



Tips for Publishing in MMWR
 Read lots of MMWR articles  

– Familiarize yourself with format, style, 
and types of articles accepted

 Find an example article
 Follow the “Instructions for Authors”
 Get feedback by giving a presentation on 

your study
 Put yourself in the position of a reader 

– For MMWR, this should be a generalist, 
not a specialist



Requirements for MMWR Weekly 
Full Report/Outbreak Report
 Publication criteria: appropriateness, 

originality, timeliness, clarity
 Word limit: <1400 
 Reference limit: <10 
 Tables, Figures and Boxes: <3
 Summary boxes
 Clearance
 Corresponding author – needs to be available 

during production week



Structure of MMWR Lead Paragraph                  
(will serve as abstract in PubMed)
 Introduction
 Methods
 Results
 Discussion
 Single Overriding Communication Objective 

(SOCO) – what public health actions should 
follow?



Requirements for MMWR Weekly 
Notes from the Field
 Abbreviated reports intended to advise 

readers of ongoing or recent events of concern 
to the public health community
 May contain early information, preliminary 

results, and other similarly incomplete 
information
 Word limit: <500 
 Reference limit:  “should be kept to an 

absolute minimum”
 Tables, Figures and Boxes: <1



Question 3:

 Which of the following is correct about word length and number of 
references permitted for MMWR reports? 
a. Full Reports are limited to 3500 words and 30 references.
b. Notes from the Field are limited to 500 words and 10 references.
c. Outbreak Reports are limited to 500 words and 3 

references.
d. Full Reports are limited to 1400 words and 10 references.



Question 3:

 Which of the following is correct about word length and number of 
references permitted for MMWR reports? 
a. Full Reports are limited to 3500 words and 30 references.
b. Notes from the Field are limited to 500 words and 10 references.
c. Outbreak Reports are limited to 500 words and 3 

references.
d. Full Reports are limited to 1400 words and 10 references.

ANSWER: d



Summary
 MMWR

– Plays a critical role in disseminating public health 
information, especially during public health 
responses

– Reaches broad audience through email 
subscriptions, news and social media
• Recent modernization efforts likely to increase 

reach
– Cited frequently in peer-reviewed literature
– Encourages submissions from state and local health 

departments



MMWR Writing Training



“Writing” training

vs

“Publishing” training

44



Before you start  writ ing

• Make sure your topic will help fill a gap in 
the literature

45



How to determine whether your 
topic helps fill a gap in the 
literature
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How to determine whether your 
topic helps fill a gap in the 
literature

• Literature review
– Pubmed
– Google Scholar
– other search engines

47



“You don't write because you want to say 
something, you write because you have 
something to say.” 

― F. Scott Fitzgerald 
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the public health version

You don't write because you want to publish 
something, you write because you have 
learned something that is new and will be 
useful to people who read your report.

49



The BMJ

• What they look for:
– Is it new?
– Is it true?
– Do we care?

50



Is it  new?

• Literature review
– Pubmed
– Google Scholar
– other search engines

• Contact Subject Matter Experts (SMEs)

51



Question 4:

 To determine whether your topic will help fill a gap in the literature, 
it is best to rely on the literature rather than SMEs?

a. True
b. False



Question 4:

 To determine whether your topic will help fill a gap in the literature, 
it is best to rely on the literature rather than SMEs?

a. True
b. False

ANSWER: b



Is it  t rue?

• Data source
• Definitions
• Study Design
• Statistical methods

54



Is it  t rue?

• Data source
e.g., validity of the data

55



Is it  t rue?

• Definitions
e.g.:
“Among persons living in municipalities heavily 
impacted by hurricane Sandy. . .”
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Is it  t rue?

• Definitions
e.g.:
“Among persons living in municipalities heavily 
impacted by hurricane Sandy. . .”

But the study used BRFSS data, so it can report 
only on adults, not “persons”

57



Is it  t rue?

• Study design
e.g.:
“The . . . Department of Public Health 
investigated an increase in fentanyl-positive 
drug-associated illnesses reported . . .”
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Is it  t rue?

• Study design
e.g.:
“The . . . Department of Public Health 
investigated an increase in fentanyl-positive 
drug-associated illnesses reported . . .”

“A case-control study was performed. . . “
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Is it  t rue?

• Study design
e.g.:
“The . . . Department of Public Health 
investigated an increase in fentanyl-positive 
drug-associated illnesses reported . . .”

“A case-control study was performed. . . “
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Is it  t rue?
• Statistical methods
e.g.:
“Because currently available screening tests for 
latent TB infection (LTBI) have poor sensitivity 
in populations with low prevalence of LTBI, 
national guidelines recommend testing 
persons at increased risk for progression from 
infection to TB disease.”
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Is it  t rue?
• Statistical methods
e.g.:
“Because currently available screening tests for 
latent TB infection (LTBI) have poor sensitivity 
in populations with low prevalence of LTBI, 
national guidelines recommend testing 
persons at increased risk for progression from 
infection to TB disease.”

just one problem. . . 
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Is it  t rue?
• Statistical methods
e.g.:
“Because currently available screening tests for latent TB 
infection (LTBI) have poor sensitivity in populations with low 
prevalence of LTBI, national guidelines recommend testing 
persons at increased risk for progression from infection to TB 
disease.”

just one problem. . . 
The sensitivity of a screening test is constant 
regardless of the prevalence of the condition.

63



Question 5:

 What are characteristics of an article that increase the chances of it 
being accepted by a journal? 

a. The information is new
b. The data used in the study have a high validity
c. The editor thinks the information will be useful to the journal’s 
readers
d. All of the above



Question 5:

 What are characteristics of an article that increase the chances of it 
being accepted by a journal? 

a. The information is new
b. The data used in the study have a high validity
c. The editor thinks the information will be useful to the journal’s 
readers
d. All of the above

ANSWER: d



Do we care?

66



Do we care?
• Who are “we”?

67



Do we care?
• Who are “we”?

• “We” are the people who read the journal.

“MMWR Weekly publishes information useful to readers 
in the public health community, private clinicians, 
researchers, teachers and students, and the news 
media.”
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Do we care?
• Who are “we”?

• “We” are the people who read the journal.

• One of the editor’s jobs is to serve as a proxy 
for “we”.

69



and: What do “we” care about?

70



and: What do “we” care about?
MMWR instructions for authors:

“Reports are based on science (especially 
epidemiology) or on public health policy or 
practice.”

71



“new and useful”

72



working definition of “useful”

“information that people who read the report can 
apply to their work to help reduce morbidity or 
mortality or improve quality of life in a defined 
population”

73



How begin writ ing an MMWR 
report?

– After literature review…
– Develop working title
– Prepare dummy tables and figures

74



Why working t it le?

– Focuses thinking about purpose of report
– Communicates this focus succinctly to co-

authors
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Why working t it le?

– Focuses thinking about purpose of report
– Communicates this focus succinctly to co-

authors

HINT: Review titles of MMWR reports
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Why dummy tables and figures?

– Summarizes analytic plan and analyses
– Allows consensus building about primary 

focus of report among authors
– Streamlines writing process because already 

now focus or what you are doing
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Why dummy tables and figures?

– Summarizes analytic plan and analyses
– Allows consensus building about primary 

focus of report among authors
– Streamlines writing process because already 

now focus or what you are doing

HINT: Review lots of MMWR tables and figures

78



Novice authors

Review papers in your target journal

Find a model

Follow it for success
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For more information, contact CDC
1-800-CDC-INFO (232-4636)
TTY:  1-888-232-6348    www.cdc.gov

The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
represent the official position of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Questions

For more information please contact:
Charlotte K. Kent, PhD, MPH

cgk3@cdc.gov
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