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Checklists are a vital component of many professions: 

aviation, construction, and medicine, to name just a few. 

Although medical communicators are not flying airplanes, 

building skyscrapers, or performing life-threatening opera-

tions, our work is important and deserves our full atten-

tion—even if we are distracted, interrupted, or forced to 

multitask. Like professionals in many industries, we are 

being asked to do more with less; we must edit more docu-

ments in less time but with the same level of care. But edit-

ing in a hurried state interferes with the average editor’s 

ability to edit closely, to read carefully, and to remember to 

check the many small things that require our attention. An 

editing checklist can bring back focus by making evident 

what has been done and more important, what is yet to be 

done. 

 In his book The Checklist Manifesto, Atul Gawande 

describes the use of checklists in a variety of industries, 

including his own profession of medicine.1 Although he does 

not mention editing or writing as activities that could bene-

fit from the use of a checklist, many of the reasons for need-

ing checklists in other industries apply to editors as well. 

Gawande writes:

In a complex environment, experts are up against two 

main difficulties. The first is the fallibility of human 

memory and attention, especially when it comes to mun-

dane, routine matters that are easily overlooked under the 

strain of more pressing events.…A further difficulty, just as 

insidious, is that people can lull themselves into skipping 

steps even when they remember them.…Checklists seem to 

provide protection against such failures. They remind us 

of the minimum necessary steps and make them explicit. 

They not only offer the possibility of verification but also 

instill a kind of discipline of higher performance.1(pp35-36)

 Many publishing professionals use checklists to make 

sure that a myriad of small and large tasks are completed 

before publication, but not all editors use editing checklists 

to guide their daily tasks. Although you can create a generic 

editing checklist to cover the many types of documents you 

edit in a given job, this article focuses on how using an edit-

ing checklist tailored to a type of document you encounter 

on a regular basis can help you be more efficient. 

Memory Tool
The type of editing checklist discussed in this article is espe-

cially effective for short similar documents, documents that 

must adhere to a strict format, and documents edited within 

processes or styles that change frequently. 

Short Documents

For editors who are responsible for many short documents 

that can be quite similar, it can be difficult to remember 

what you have done in each document as you progress 

through the day. Do you want your brain to work on retain-

ing whether you checked the headings in this document or 

to think strategically about its organization? As Gawande 

wrote in The Checklist Manifesto, “The checklist gets the 

dumb stuff out of the way, the routines your brain should 

not have to occupy itself with…and lets it rise above to focus 

on the hard stuff.”1 (p177)

Strict Formats

Although adhering to a strict format is not complex, if the 

elements of the formatting have not been presented well 

or were provided in many different formats or locations, it 

can be time-consuming to investigate the current format if 

you happen to forget which project has which heading lev-

els or how this document spells a particular term. When the 

correct format is shown visually in the checklist, it is much 

quicker to verify the correct format and continue on. 

Changing Processes/Styles

Many processes change over time, and it can be hard to 

keep up with new responsibilities. By creating a checklist 

that walks you through the current process (and keeping it 

updated as things change), you know you are following the 

right process. Similarly, especially in a new project, styles 

may change often, and keeping your checklist up to date 

with style changes allows you to not second-guess yourself.

Productivity Tool

An editing checklist can act not just as a memory tool but 

also as a productivity tool. There are two components to 

an editing checklist being a productivity tool: (1) actual 

increase in efficiency because you have tested the optimal 
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order for performing certain actions, and (2) ability to pick 

up where you left off with confidence.

 As Gawande points out in The Checklist Manifesto, creat-

ing a checklist requires an upfront investment of time, but it 

is time well spent. Gawande’s discussion of an anonymous 

director of a major fund company worth billions shows how 

a checklist helped boost his productivity:

When he first introduced the checklist, he assumed it 

would slow his team down, increasing the time and work 

required for their investment decisions. He was prepared 

to pay that price. The benefits of making fewer mis-

takes seemed obvious. And in fact, using the checklist did 

increase the upfront work time. But to his surprise, he 

found they were able to evaluate many more investments 

in far less time overall.1(pp168)

 The checklist had made the team much more methodi-

cal in their steps and discussions. This led to their being 

more confident in their decisions because they knew they 

had done the required work. And the analysis was more 

objective because they were following the checklist instead 

of getting tied up in factors that could play on their  

emotions. 

 Similar increases in productivity were noticed by the 

editors and writers I surveyed in 2011. I asked members 

of the AMWA writing/editing e-mail list and the Society 

for Technical Communication’s Technical Editing Special 

Interest Group e-mail list if they used editing checklists. The 

176 respondents were about evenly split into thirds of those 

who use editing checklists, those who don’t, and those who 

sometimes use them. One survey respondent said that an 

editing checklist is a “good place to start the process because 

I tend to jump into a piece too quickly.” By creating an edit-

ing checklist that presents the items to be accomplished in 

the order that you should perform them, and by testing that 

your order is optimal, you provide a structure to the edit-

ing task that allows you to move more quickly through it. 

Because you begin in the same place and end in the same 

place, you know that in between you have done everything 

you are supposed to do.

 Another respondent uses editing checklists “because 

they make editing faster and less dependent on my sharp-

ness or ‘mood’ on a given day.” If you’re having a great day, 

interruptions don’t seem to faze you. But on those off days, 

an editing checklist can help you to quickly resume the edit-

ing task after an interruption. Maybe you repeat the task 

that you were in the middle of when you were interrupted, 

but you know which task you were working on based on the 

last item checked. The ability to quickly “pick up where you 

left off” can increase productivity and motivation. 

Creating a Good Editing Checklist
How do you get started? Choose a particular type of docu-

ment that you edit often. Good candidates have similar 

formats and styles and need similar levels or kinds of edits. 

Sit down with a good representative document (or the next 

one in your queue) and a blank piece of paper. As you start 

to edit the document, write down everything you are doing 

in the edit—not the actual reading of the text where you 

analyze organization and clean up sentence structure, but 

all the formatting items you check, such as the headings 

and page numbers. You are looking for “easy wins.” These 

are style or formatting issues that either creep up (like two 

spaces after a period or missing serial commas) or are so 

important that even though they are rarely incorrect, it 

would be really embarrassing if they were (spelling the com-

pany name or a product name wrong). Other types of items 

to document: formatting issues that are common to the type 

of document, common errors for that type of document, and 

unique style issues for the document type, such as devia-

tions from house style. Then there should be mechanical 

actions like performing the spell check, saving the edited 

file in a particular location or with an appended file name, 

or other actions that are necessary with every document of 

this type.

 Once you have a pretty good checklist draft, try to orga-

nize it in the order that you would optimally perform the 

steps. For example, you might start with checking the head-

ings, move to scanning for abbreviations, then end with fix-

ing references and checking spelling. Put all the checkboxes 

in, so you can actually use it like a checklist. Leave some 

space for notes at the end. Then print it out and try to edit 

another one of these types of documents with it. As you go, 

edit the checklist. Look for things you routinely check but 

did not have on the checklist. When you are done, update 

your checklist and edit another one of these types of docu-

ment with the new checklist. 

Testing

What’s working? What’s not? What did you forget to do? What 

did you forget to document? Keep editing your checklist 

until it includes all of the formatting and style items you 

could reasonably put in there. You will not recreate your 

style guide on the checklist; you are mainly looking for items 

that are often wrong from the writers you work with, that 

you often forget to check, or that are so important that you 

cannot take a chance of not checking them. By creating this 

list, you are essentially affirming what is important to check 

and how some of those items should look. The checklist can 

act as a cheat sheet for how various items should appear, 

such as heading levels, headers, and footers. By getting all 

of the copyediting items out of the way and cleaned up, you 

can perform your substantive edit with the distracting stuff 

out of the way (Box 1). 

 Gawande described his discussion with Daniel 

Boorman, who creates aviation checklists for Boeing, 

Boorman: “First drafts always fall apart, he said, and one 

needs to study how, make changes, and keep testing until 
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the checklist works consistently.”1(p124) This approach also 

works for an editing checklist (Box 2). Why do pilots use 

checklists? Because they trust them to work when they 

need them. Similarly, editors can create and use depend-

able checklists that are accurate and up-to-date, and that 

effectively walk them through their current processes.

Conclusion
When I ask editors why they don’t use editing check-

lists, they really can’t say why they don’t. It probably has 

something to do with some of the reasons laid out in The 

Checklist Manifesto: “Some physicians were offended by the 

suggestion that they needed checklists.”1(p40) I am guess-

ing that this is true with editors as well; like physicians, 

many of us may “believe our jobs are too complicated to 

reduce to a checklist.”1(p35) But it is not our jobs that are 

being put in a checklist; it is particular editing tasks. When 

going through a flight simulation with Boorman, Gawande 

noticed that there were many actions that were not listed 

on any of the checklists. Boorman explained that “experi-

ence has shown that professional pilots virtually never fail 

to perform them when necessary.”1(p128)

 In other words, the aviation checklists do not tell the 

pilots how to fly a plane. Similarly, an editing checklist is 

not used to teach someone how to edit a document; it  

helps an experienced editor keep track of details for par-

ticular types of documents. Use of a tested, up-to-date  

editing checklist can increase efficiency and provide peace 

of mind.

Author disclosure: The author reports that she has no commercial 

associations that may pose a conflict of interest in relation to this 

article.
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Bad Checklist Good Checklist

Check heading levels Check heading levels:

Heading Level 1: Bold

Heading Level 2: Underlined

Heading Level 3: Italics

Heading Level 4: Italics and Underlined

Check abbreviations Check abbreviations:

Ensure that there are no periods in 
abbreviations (eg, ie, US).

Ensure that abbreviations and 
acronyms are defined on first use.

Check font Check font and font size:

Body text: 12 pt Times New Roman

Table text: 10 pt Times New Roman

Box 1. Comparison of good and bad checklists.

How Do You Know When You Have a Good 
Editing Checklist?

•	 When	you	start	a	new	project	without	a	
checklist and you feel lost!

•	 When	you	find	an	error	that	the	checklist	
told you look for.

•	 When	you	feel	like	your	edits	are	
consistently more thorough, and faster, 
and you are confident that you have done 
all you can in the time allotted. 

Box 2. Checking your checklist.

•  Notes from a Publication
    Professional: The Challenges
    of the Changing Environment
•  Transparency: A Rigorous
    Examination of the Issues
•  Highlights from the 7th
    International Congress on
    Peer Review and Biomedical
    Publication
•  The Affordable Care Act:
    A Systems Approach for
   Publication Planning
    Professionals
•  The Sunshine Act: 
    Interpretations and Execution
•  The Bigger Picture: HEOR,
    Managed Care, and Health
    Technology Assessments
•  Deconstructing Bad Pharma

•  Authorship, Attribution, and
    Impact: The Changing 
    Publication Landscape
•  The Publishers’ and Editors’
    Viewpoints
•  The Fourth Criterion: The
    Impact of Accountability in
    the ICMJE Recommendations
•  Extracting Value from CSRs
    and Other Regulatory 
    Documents for Publication
    Writing
•  Peer Review: Collaboration
    on Case Studies

Substantive Conversations on Current Operational 
and Compliance Challenges

The 13th Annual International Publication 
Planning Association Meeting

To Register: Call 866-676-7689 
or visit us at www.healthcare-conferences.com

February 10-11, 2014

Topics at a Glance:

The Hilton San Diego Resort & Spa

Mention 
Code PMP113 for 15% 
Registration Discount

TI PPA
The International Publication Planning Association
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