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‘Be prepared to work very hard, it is a labor of love’1

Starting a scientific journal is a daring endeavour; 
establishing it is a challenge that is both long-lasting 
and rewarding − one should think carefully before 
embarking. The precise tasks and challenges depend on 
the circumstances in which the journal is being started, but 
the considerations and recommendations we present are 
relevant to most.

Why start a new journal?
Just as authors publish for different reasons, editors start 
journals for different reasons. Some may want to provide 
a home for new research, perhaps because it cuts across 
traditional boundaries;2,3 others may want to provide 
a forum for an increasing amount of research being 
conducted in a growing or emerging field, perhaps as part 
of the activity of a newly formed society. Some would-be 
editors are dissatisfied with the journals already in the field, 
whether because of their perceived quality, their editorial 
service4 or policies, or because of the level of access to 
articles post-publication.5 And riding alongside all this 
there may also be a desire to teach, inform, or to stimulate 
discussion.

The benefits to the community behind the journal can 
be significant. A journal can nurture, consolidate, and 
promote the research culture within the community by 
becoming a pivot for scientific activity, for instance, by 
raising issues, discussing controversies, setting the scientific 
standards, and, of course, helping researchers to make 
their work public. This is especially important for small 
communities and, even more so, if finances are limited; for 
instance, in a primary care community doing important 
but essentially unfunded research, or in a low- or middle-
income country looking to raise awareness of what it has 
to offer to the general scientific discourse.4,6 A journal in 
such circumstances can open doors and windows to the 
world − doors because it may allow researchers within that 
community to engage more fully with the global discourse 
and windows because the global community will be able to 
see and assess the science being produced.7,8

What you need to consider when starting a new 
journal
Most people will look to have their journal published by 
an established publisher, but with advances in desktop 
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publishing this does not have to be the case. Many societies 
or individuals publish their journals themselves. In 
whatever way you expect to be published, it is important to 
work through the following points.

Does the journal have a vision?
There are many good ideas, and many motivated people 
in the world, but neither necessarily translates to the 
production of a financially sustainable journal. There are 
three things to consider. First, the scope needs to be very 
clearly defined. Journals dedicated to a specific subfield or 
an intersection between existing fields, but with a specific 
focus, are likely to do best.

Secondly, the journal needs a unique selling point. You 
should not simply aim to be scientifically better or more 
original than existing journals. You need to have some 
functional specificity, such as a new way of presenting 
information or a different editorial focus, otherwise the 
journal is likely to be lost in the pool of established journals.

And, thirdly, you need a clear idea of who the target 
audience is, how large it is, and what they would expect to see 
in a new journal. We advise prospective editors to perform 
a SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
threats) of the new journal before making definite plans 
(see Resources below). Established publishers are likely 
to do their own research to see if there is a market for the 
journal, and it would be good for you to be involved so that 
you understand the publisher’s perspective and priorities.

What media will you use?
Journals can be published both online and in print, online 
only, or print only. It would be unusual for a new journal not 
to have an online component due to people’s information 
retrieval habits and the additional functionality available. 
In the online-and-print model, the printed version of the 
journal may only need to be a compendium of what is 
published online. You should aim to serve the information 
needs of your community as well as you possibly can and it 
may be part of your unique selling point to offer something 
new. Authors already expect online submission and 
production systems, while reviewers count on being able to 
return their reports online. Your community may benefit 
from including large datasets or videos with their articles, 
or from being able to access the information from mobile 
devices, such as smartphones and tablets.
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It is also worth noting that while creating an online 
journal may seem simple, given the ease of use of modern 
web design software, being able to provide established 
functionality in a simple way that is automatically updated 
is likely to be best achieved through a publisher.

How will the journal be financially sustainable?
To publish a journal requires some financial investment – 
to set up the online systems, to promote the journal, etc. 
The journal’s parent institution or publisher may cover 
these, or they may be a requirement of the business plan. 
It is very important that the set-up and ongoing costs are 
correctly estimated and a plan is in place to ensure that the 
required funds will be available.

If external funding is required, a journal can generate 
revenue directly from selling its content, from advertising 
and sponsorship, and from additional services that it 
provides. Traditionally, journals have levied a charge 
for their output − readers (or, more commonly, their 
institutions) pay a subscription to receive the journal. 
It may also be possible to sell online access to individual 
articles as an additional revenue stream.

Some researchers and publishers have argued that 
science is better served if research articles can be accessed 
without restriction − this is called providing open access 
to the articles (see Resources section). For this to happen, 
subscriptions are forgone, so instead of levying a charge for 
their output, open access journals may charge at input − 
either when an article is submitted, or when it is accepted, 
or a combination of both. It is worth noting that a single 
journal can use a combination of input and output; for 
instance, by levying a charge at input for research articles, 
while maintaining an output charge for non-research 
articles, such as reviews and commentaries. (Open access 
and its business models are dealt with elsewhere in the 
Handbook, Chapter 6.6.)

Advertising and sponsorship can also provide revenue 
streams. The likelihood of obtaining revenue from this area 
must be evaluated based on the potential of the subject area.

What will the journal look like?
If you are working with an established publisher, they will 
usually suggest how the journal should look (both online 
and in print), ideally with options that you can customize. 
For instance, the overall layout of the website may be 
standardized to the publisher’s house style, but you may be 
allowed to choose the logo, colours, and the exact make up 
of the home page from a variety of available modules. Check 
that the publisher’s websites are easy to navigate so that your 
authors will easily be able to find the information they need.

If you do need to choose a design for the journal, 
remember that most academic journals have a professional 
look and feel, and it would be best to stay in line to ensure 
credibility.

What people will be required?
Running a journal takes time. At first, you may be able 
to tap into your own enthusiasm and the enthusiasm of 
your editorial board. However, as the work increases, you 

may need to fund an editorial office − this could include 
anything from covering the costs of your internet access 
to employing a full time member of staff to administer the 
journal. Therefore, before approaching a publisher, it is also 
important to know whether you (or the society behind you) 
have available staff to do this work, or are in a position to 
make a financial contribution to employing them. Most 
publishers offer the option of a Journal Editorial Office 
service to run the administration of peer review for you. 

Traditionally, editors-in-chief and editorial boards 
undertake editorial work around their regular employment. 
They do not receive a salary, mainly because working 
on journals has been considered as an integral part of 
academic life; indeed, some would argue editorship should 
be considered an honorary position rather than a real work 
post. However, it is not unusual for people to request an 
honorarium, the size of which may depend on the amount 
of work involved.

If you are self-publishing, you will need administrative 
staff to undertake the publishing functions, such as 
developing the website, managing the finances, planning 
and undertaking promotional activities, record-keeping, 
ensuring currency with publishing technologies and 
reader/author expectations, etc. This role should not be 
underestimated – particularly where there is little previous 
experience of publishing functions.

What language will the journal be in?
English has become the language of science, so a new 
journal looking to contribute to the global discourse should 
usually be in English. However, translations of full articles 
or abstracts into other languages can greatly increase the 
reach of a journal. This is a pragmatic question, and the 
answer really depends on what the journal is attempting 
to achieve.

 What is crucial to establishing the journal
Of all the factors involved, the editor is key to the reputation 
and ultimate success of any journal.

Beyond that, a new journal will not survive without a 
clear development strategy that includes targets. The points 
mentioned here should be considered before the journal is 
launched and worked into your strategy. Our experience 
suggests that it takes 2 to 7 years to establish a journal − and 
by that, we mean until it becomes a stable part of the field 
and is able to run under its own momentum. It is important 
to accept that the strategy will evolve, with different aspects 
taking priority at different times.

The journal’s organizational structure should involve all 
parties relevant to the journal’s existence and should clearly 
define their roles. Each party (the owners, publishers, 
sponsoring institutions, editorial board) should have clear 
responsibilities (see Chapter 3.5), and none, either by power 
or by weakness, should endanger the journal’s existence 
and editorial freedom.9

The editorial board’s role is most crucial during the early 
years. The journal’s reputation will ride on the standing of 
board members until a substantial article base has accrued. 
A successful board is representative of the subject area 

and contains both senior people for credibility and less 
experienced people who will be keen to take on some 
work to establish their name and reputation. It should be 
structured with varying amounts of responsibility.

Defining roles and tenures at the outset is also vital so 
that everyone knows what is expected of them and so that 
you can refresh the board at a regular interval without 
damaging professional relationships. Editorial board 
members should be expected to submit papers to the 
journal, contribute to peer review (either as reviewers or 
adjudicators, or by suggesting other people as reviewers), 
and promote the journal. It is also advisable to ask the 
editorial board upfront to suggest people who can peer 
review for the journal; maintaining a database of these 
people, preferably with some indication of their specific 
fields of interest, would help to ensure that the peer review 
process runs smoothly.

Your editorial policy needs to be defined and declared. 
Providing a fair, responsive and rapid peer review service is 
the best advertisement for your journal − authors are more 
likely to return if they feel they were treated well. Above the 
threshold of scientific accuracy, the journal’s quality level 
needs to be decided. Having a high quality level makes 
it tougher to maintain the flow of published articles at 
the beginning but can stand the journal in good stead by 
making it clear that you will only publish the best.

Ensuring that the journal publishes on a regular basis 
is a major challenge in the early days. First, you have to 
convince people to submit to an unproven journal, and it 
is best to do this by trying to get ‘hot’ papers in the field 
or papers from ‘hot’ researchers. This latter target might 
be best achieved by asking the editorial board to submit 
their own work. They might not submit their best piece of 
research but something sound and of significance would 
help to establish the journal’s credibility.

Beyond the editorial board, you should actively 
encourage other established researchers to consider your 
journal, either by sending them marketing material or by 
talking to them directly. One way to convince them is to 
promise that you will ‘editorialize’ around their paper. For 
instance, you could commission a related commentary 
from another hot researcher (perhaps someone from your 
editorial board), send a press release, fast-track the peer 
review, and/or feature the paper on the front cover or 
home page. In truth, at the very beginning, your personal 
relationships with fellow researchers will have the strongest 
effect so you must find time to devote to this. Remember 
that established people are more likely to take a risk on a 
new journal because they have less to lose, whereas less 
established researchers may be less likely because they 
are concerned with getting published in existing journals 
with known impact factors. Eventually, you will find that 
unsolicited research will be submitted, although at the 
beginning it may not be of the highest quality. To further 
ensure that the journal publishes on a regular basis, you 
should consider commissioning articles, such as reviews 
and commentaries. Reviews should be educational, written 
in an easily accessible style, and focused on the kinds of 
areas you would like research articles to cover. A good 

review article will tell your readers that you, as a journal, 
are competent in that field and hence will be able to peer 
review their manuscript responsibly.

Commentaries are more timely pieces, usually 
commenting on a contemporary issue affecting the field. 
Although they are unlikely to be cited much, they do tell 
your readers that you are aware of the issues affecting the 
field and are looking to discuss and debate them. When 
commissioning articles, it is important to ask ‘big names’ 
in the field as they will lend reputation to the journal, but 
such people are often over-committed and tend to miss 
deadlines. It is safe to assume that only 25–50% of the 
articles you commission will be delivered on time, so you 
should ‘over-commission’ to compensate for this.

An important longer term strategy for content flow 
is ensuring exposure. This can be provided by indexing 
services and online search engines. A marketing plan is 
also essential and can include email and postal mailing 
campaigns, and posters, leaflets and calling cards to be 
distributed by any member of the editorial board attending 
conferences. 

Where communities are active in social media, it can 
be effective in getting your content and your journal 
known. Well run social media activity, such as through 
Twitter accounts and blogs, will embed the journal in the 
discussions that are happening and will demonstrate its 
influence. The principles of open access increase visibility 
and can be used to improve the impact of published work. 
The lack of barriers to access aids discoverability through 
search engines and engagement through social media 
(a linked article can be viewed by anyone). The ability to 
reuse the information in whole or in part (with attribution) 
means that work can be data-mined for higher level analysis 
and can easily be used in educational material. 

Your journal could benefit by being associated with 
a relevant society, organization, or meeting. This can be 
done without becoming the official journal of the body or 
meeting, for example, by co-marketing each other (you could 
then say that you have an affiliation without contractual 
obligations). Maintaining editorial independence is crucial 
in any outside collaborations. It is always best to choose 
organizations that have a credible scientific standing in the 
field, as their reputation will reflect well on your journal.

One way to collaborate with a meeting is to publish the 
abstracts or articles (subject to peer review) in a thematic 
issue of the journal. Alternatively, if the focus of the issue 
is of interest to a commercial company, you could consider 
having a supplement, the cost of which will be covered by 
the company and may lead to revenue for the journal. It is, of 
course, essential that peer review standards are maintained 
and that editors can walk away from supplements if they 
feel those standards are being breached.

As we hope to have emphasized, starting and establishing 
a journal is not easy but can be hugely rewarding for those 
ready for the challenge. We could not cover everything you 
will come up against, but that is part of the experience. Being 
prepared to work at it and taking this information into 
account will set you on the right road to being successful.



3.3: Establishing a new journal

4 Science Editors’ Handbook

Acknowledgement
Pritpal S. Tamber is thanked for his contribution to the 
earlier edition of this chapter.

Resources
Bethesda Statement on Open Access publishing, www.earlham.

edu/~peters/fos/bethesda.htm (2003, accessed 9 March 2013)
SWOT analysis, see the Wikipedia entry: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

SWOT_analysis (accessed 11 March 2013)
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