
a local football team and a gym, and I began 
 recreationally going rock climbing and 
playing tennis. Committing to exercise and 
 competitive sport again has helped me to have 
another element of my life to focus on outside 
academia. It gives me a lot of perspective, and 
helps me to counterbalance the challenges I 
face during my research career.   

Sleep
During the most intense periods of my PhD 
 programme, I prioritized my work over 
everything else — including getting enough 
sleep. Your mind works in a much more 
 efficient and productive manner if you are 
getting sufficient amounts of quality sleep. 
With this comes a better ability to interpret, 
process and deal with challenges at both the 
emotional and psychological level. 

Reading
As researchers, we tend to be inquisitive 
and eager to learn. I realized that I if was to 
try to resolve my psychological state, then I 
needed to understand the issue. And so, I read. 
I read books about how to control the mind3,4 
through to ones about the habits of highly 
 successful chief executives5, businesses6 
and past and present sporting greats7,8. They 
helped me to learn a little about how the mind 
works, and how I can better control my own.

As a result, I slowly began to feel more at 
ease with my thought processes, and began to 
understand more about who I was. Over time, 
I have slowly started to gain back an identity 
that I once lost to my PhD.  

Maintaining your personal identity in a 
career that is highly volatile, stressful and 
intense is difficult, and your sense of self 
can so easily be lost. However, it is crucial 
to  differentiate yourself from your work 
in order to maintain both your mental and 
physical health. It is important to understand 
that  successes and failures in your research 
career do not and should not define who you 
are. You are a person long before you’re a PhD 
researcher. 

Robert Seaborne is a postdoctoral researcher 
at Queen Mary University of London.
e-mail: r.seaborne@qmul.ac.uk
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A language analysis of titles and 
abstracts in more than 100,000 
 scientific articles found that papers 
with both first and last authors who 
were women were about 12% less 

likely than male-authored papers to include 
 sensationalistic terms such as  ‘unprecedented’, 
‘novel’, ‘excellent’ or  ‘remarkable’. The study, 
published in The BMJ1, also found that papers 
missing such words garnered  significantly 
fewer citations.

Researchers tracked 25 positive terms in 
clinical-research articles published between 
2002 and 2017, and input the authors’ names 
into the Genderize database to predict their 
genders. The team then created models 
that compared the citation rates and word 
choice of articles published in the same  
 journals in the same year with the same sub-
ject keywords. 

The articles in each comparison were 
 presumably of similar quality, but those that 
had  positive words in their title or abstract 

garnered 9% more citations overall, and 13% 
more  citations in high-impact journals. 

The relative reluctance of female authors 
to use self-flattering words could  contribute to 
a gender gap in citations and impact, says lead 
author Marc  Lerchenmueller, an economist 
at the University of  Mannheim in   Germany 
and the Yale School of  Management in New 
Haven,  Connecticut. In the big picture, 
he adds, these results should   encourage 
 scientific authors and editors to think about 
word choice and its  effects.  “Scientists should 
 discuss  whether using such  sales  terms  
is a  disservice to the scientific enterprise,” 
he says.

An increasing practice
The discussion seems to be becoming more 
important: the analysis also found that 
such self-flattering words were 80% more 
common in 2017 than they were in 2002. 
 Lerchenmueller notes that this time period 
marked an  explosion in the  number of pub-
lished articles. “Authors are  trying to present 

research as favourably as possible to attract 
attention,” he says. 

At this point, it’s impossible to pinpoint 
exactly why male and female authors would 
take a different approach to promotional 
language, Lerchenmueller adds. He points to 
 decades of studies suggesting women are more 
likely than men to face a  backlash from peers 
and society when they stray beyond stereotyp-
ical norms. Women who have been chastised in 
the past for being too forceful or boastful might 
edit  themselves and tone down their language, 
he says.  Sensationalistic words could also 
be added or removed at some point during 
the editorial process— and Lerchenmueller 
thinks that this possibility warrants closer 
 examination.

The impact of words
This relative lack of inflated language  in 
female-authored papers echoes a 2019 
experimental study published by the National 
Bureau of Economic Research2, showing 
that women gave themselves  relatively poor 
marks in  interviews,  performance reviews, 
job  applications and other  settings. “We 
found a large and robust  gender gap in 
self-promotion,” says Christine Exley, who 
is a  business-administration researcher at 
 Harvard Business School in Boston, Massachu-
setts. In one measure, women were less likely 
to describe their  performance favourably 
when selecting from a list of potential adjec-
tives that ranged from ‘ terrible’ to ‘excellent’. 
Exley notes that in an  experimental setting, 
women should have felt no fear of backlash 
for  over-hyping  themselves — but the gender 
gap still persisted.  

Lerchenmueller feels that his study touches 
on some important philosophical questions 
about the power and meaning of words. “Is 
language a mirror of society, or does it shape 
society?” In the world of science, he says, 
 language seems to both reflect and promote 
bias — and female researchers are facing the 
consequences. 

Chris Woolston is a freelance writer in Billings, 
Montana.
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MEN SELF-HYPE 
THEIR PAPERS
Sensationalistic words attract citations — and 
men more often use them.  By Chris Woolston

“Is language a mirror of 
society, or does it shape 
society?” 
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