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What are editorial boards? 
Editorial Boards are an important feature of most journals. 
What they do, their size, and who they are made up 
of varies, but they share the key role of advising and 
supporting the editor-in-chief of the journal (the ‘Editor’) 
in his or her responsibilities. A good editorial board can 
help establish a journal and make it an important part of 
the research community it serves. It can also bring and 
grow the respect and confidence of that community. A 
bad or inactive board may not only hold back or misdirect 
a journal’s development, but also damage the journal, 
possibly to the point where a complete restructuring is 
needed to ensure survival. Editorial boards are also called 
other things, but the word ‘editorial’ is usually included, for 
example, editorial review board, editorial advisory board, 
editorial committee, and editorial management board. The 
members may also have different names, but are often some 
sort of ‘editor’, such as associate editor, co-editor, advisory 
editor, and handling editor. The size of the board may 
be influenced not only by the size of the journal and the 
breadth of research it covers, but also by what the editors 
are expected to do. Some editorial boards have different 
tiers, with a senior, usually small, group having more of 
an advisory role and overseeing a larger group who carry 
out the day-to-day editorial work. In journals with staff 
editors, it may be they who oversee and liaise with a group 
of academic editors who provide them with up-to-date 
specialist expertise and recommendations.

What do editorial boards do?
Most editorial board members have many other demands 
on their time. Aside from their academic and research 
commitments, they are probably on grant panels, might 
hold honorary officer positions at learned societies, and 
may be on the editorial boards of other journals. So each 
journal must work out how best and most effectively to use 
its board. It is the responsibility of the Editor to define the 
terms and roles of the editorial board1, so these vary from 
journal to journal, but board members are usually required 
to do the following.

Advise and decide on journal policies
Journals should have policies on all aspects of their 
operations, ranging from basic submission requirements 
to expected ethical standards. This will include policies 
on authorship, conflict-of-interest disclosures, registration 
requirements (such as for clinical trials), availability of 
data and materials, data deposition, biosecurity, peer 
review, and alleged or suspected misconduct, as well as 
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discipline-specific considerations. A key responsibility of 
the members of an editorial board is to think about their 
journal’s policies – which ones are outdated, which ones 
need to be revised, and which ones need to be introduced 
– and bring suggestions to the Editor and other editors for 
discussion. As specialists they should know the standards 
and policies that are viewed as the norm in their areas and 
also whether any discussions about changes or contentious 
issues are taking place. The policy changes and additions 
resulting from editorial discussions should be published 
on the journal website (in clear language, as done by, for 
example, the Nature journals2 and The EMBO Journal3) and 
included, or linked to, at the most appropriate places in the 
manuscript submission process. Editors need to be alert to 
general issues in scholarly publishing, recognising where 
policies need to be developed (for example, in grey areas 
such as what should be considered as prior publication for 
their journal, which the American Physiological Society4 
and BioMed Central5 journals have addressed), and to field-
specific issues, where the introduction of requirements 
might be beneficial to research in those areas (such as 
happened with the mandatory registration of nucleic acid 
and protein sequences introduced by many life-science 
journals).

Help guide development of the journal
The Editor was probably appointed partly on the strength 
of his or her ‘vision’ for the journal. The editorial board 
should work to help him/her realise this vision, providing 
advice on the merits of the various goals, highlighting any 
shortcomings or potential pitfalls, assessing the feasibility 
of the measures needed to achieve the goals, and advising 
on strategies, both long and short term. They should 
suggest potential new developments the Editor isn’t aware 
of, but which could be a positive move for the journal.

Identify emerging areas of research
Journals need to keep abreast of what their research 
communities need, the directions they are heading, which 
new research areas might be important, and what initiatives 
other journals are taking in these areas. Wise editors 
choose editorial board members who are well placed to 
provide them not only with such information but also with 
the necessary insight and analysis to enable them to make 
good and informed decisions.

Act as ambassadors and promote the journal
The editors are the figureheads of their journal, and their 
reputations and behaviour reflect on the journal. If they 
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have the respect of their communities this will help them 
attract high-quality and interesting submissions to the 
journal. Good editors committed to their journals will 
promote them as part of their professional lives, creating 
awareness in areas where they are not well known and 
reinforcing their reputation in those where they are. They 
will also defend their journals against inaccuracies and 
bring any accusations to the notice of the Editor and the 
rest of editorial board so that they can be dealt with quickly 
and appropriately.

Carry out editorial work
Handling manuscript submissions is a core activity of the 
editorial board in many journals. The editors may deal with 
submissions in specific subject areas, assessing them for 
suitability and deciding which should be sent for full peer 
review. How involved they are in the administrative aspects 
of review varies. In large journals they may well have 
help, with an editorial office or assistant dealing with the 
checking and inviting of reviewers from a list of potential 
reviewers provided by the editor, and chasing as necessary 
to get the reports submitted. In small journals, the editorial 
board members may need to do all these things themselves. 

How decisions are made on manuscripts varies. In 
some journals, each editor may have the authority to make 
decisions on their own, only calling on the Editor or other 
members of the board if they need to, with the decision going 
straight from them (or being sent on their behalf) to the 
author. In other journals, they may make recommendations 
on their manuscripts that go to a more senior editor for 
approval and editorial input or that are subject to a group 
discussion before being sent to the author.

Suggest and edit themed issues
Themed issues can be very valuable contributions to the 
research community and also increase the visibility and 
standing of journals. Members of the editorial board 
often take responsibility for these issues, from conception, 
through selection of potential contributors, review, and 
feedback to authors, to collation of the issue and writing 
the editorial or introductory material.

Attend editorial meetings
Many editorial boards are international in composition, 
or trying to make their boards more international as 
science becomes increasingly globalised and collaborative. 
Even though technology has made communication and 
interactive discussions across continents possible, easy, 
and cheap, there is great value in occasional face-to-face 
editorial meetings. Not only do they allow policy issues to 
be thrashed out and formulated more easily, they enable 
bonding of the board, many of whom may not have met 
each other in person. Board members should try to attend 
these. Journal finances may not allow a dedicated meeting – 
it costs a lot to cover the travel and accommodation costs of 
an international board – but it may be possible to identify 
a conference many of the board members will be attending 
and to hold a meeting there. If a dedicated meeting is 
possible, it’s important to maximise what is achieved. The 

agenda and reports should be circulated well in advance 
so everyone has time to digest the information, formulate 
opinions, and come up with suggestions. It is also a great 
opportunity for the editors to learn more about each other’s 
research, for example, by holding an informal ‘research 
forum’ where they can present their work to the rest of the 
board. The journal publisher may also take the opportunity 
to invite academic or industry experts to give talks that help 
keep the editors up-to-date with issues and developments 
in scholarly publishing.

Support the Editor when his or her editorial 
independence is threatened 
Editors are responsible and accountable for everything that 
is published in their journals and they should have full 
authority over the editorial content of their journals. As 
stated by the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE)6, 
‘The relationship of editors to publishers and owners is 
often complex but should be based firmly on the principle of 
editorial independence’. If any issues or situations arise that 
compromise editorial independence, the editorial board 
should help the Editor defend against undue influence 
from owners or publishers. The board should also help 
the Editor establish policies and procedures that protect 
editorial independence. The World Association of Medical 
Editors (WAME)7 has guidelines on the relationship 
between journal editors and owners which board members 
will find useful in this task.

Act as educators
In many journals, as editors become experienced in 
editorial work they are able to help inform and educate 
the researchers in their journal communities about all the 
aspects of preparing and communicating their work, and 
about issues of research and editorial integrity. Journals 
in developing countries or those with limited resources 
can play an important role in teaching their communities 
about things such as study design, recognised standards, 
and writing formats, and so help those researchers achieve 
international visibility of their work8.

The ideal editorial board member 
Editorial board members need to be experts and used to 
keeping up-to-date with developments in their research 
areas. Ideally they should also be able to handle manuscripts 
at the periphery of their expertise and know how to identify 
the most relevant reviewers in those areas. Science is 
becoming more globalised and collaborative, so having an 
international reputation is becoming increasingly relevant. 
Importantly, editors need to be established enough to have 
the confidence to make difficult decisions in the face of 
expected criticism, and to reject manuscripts from senior 
researchers. Editors need also to be respected by their 
peers – both for their research work and for their fairness 
and rigour. Journals do not want to deter submissions from 
people in any research field because of concerns about the 
editor who covers that area. The members of the editorial 
board need to work as part of a team, supporting the other 
members of the boards and working collaboratively with 

them in the best interests of the journal. The scholarly 
publishing world is evolving quite rapidly, and so Editors 
and their editorial boards need to be flexible, able to change, 
and move forward, developing their journals alongside 
their research communities and providing what they need 
and in the way they want it delivered, presented, and used. 
And finally, every journal wants its editors to be enthusiastic 
about the journal and its aims – a feeling of community not 
only makes things much easier and more productive, but 
more enjoyable and rewarding.

Identifying and securing new members 
The importance of the editorial board to the reputation 
and effectiveness of journals means that members need to 
be chosen carefully and thoughtfully. An Editor who can 
build a strong team of editors is a valuable asset to any 
journal. The criteria may be different for a new start-up 
journal compared to an established one, and a number of 
well-established and high-profile researchers are usually 
chosen for the former to provide credibility and inspire 
confidence. The demands on their time won’t be too great 
in the early days. As journals become established, and as 
submissions increase, having the time to deal with editorial 
work thoroughly and promptly becomes very important, 
and good and reliable editors who are able to do this and 
who also have the necessary academic and professional 
requirements need to identified. The journal’s reviewing 
database is a good place to start. It’s helpful to keep note 
of good reviewers, those who are thorough and fair, 
consistently provide constructive and helpful reviews, have 
a good rapport with the editors and editorial office, and are 
reasonably efficient and organised. Editors and editorial staff 
generally develop a good idea of those who have the respect 
of their communities and whose reviews get good feedback 
from authors. Online manuscript management systems 
make it very easy to look back over a person’s reviews and 
reviewing record when they are being considered for the 
editorial board. Annual journal reports will also highlight 
potential candidates. The existing board members should 
be asked for advice and recommendations, and their 
suggestions can be invaluable. It is, however, ultimately the 
Editor’s responsibility to decide who to invite to join their 
editorial board. They should take care, however, that they 
don’t invite individuals who existing members have serious 
issues with or where relationships have broken down as this 
could damage the unity and effectiveness of the board.

If a journal is interested in developing new areas, checks 
need to be made on who is publishing in those areas and 
who is being invited to speak at conferences and take 
part in seminars and panels. If members of the board are 
at the same meetings they can check out how the person 
is received, how they deal with and respond to questions, 
how imaginative and innovative they are, and whether 
they have the enthusiasm and commitment necessary for 
editorial work. Care should be taken that members of the 
editorial board asked for advice or to check out someone 
don’t overestimate their remit and make that person feel 
they are actually being invited to join the board. Having to 
clarify and retract an offer made prematurely and without 

authority from the Editor will be embarrassing. And if the 
Editor can’t bring themself to do this, they will end up with 
someone they hadn’t intended on their board.

Editorial boards ideally need to reflect the diversity 
of their communities, for example, geographically and 
in gender composition as well as on research areas of 
expertise. This can, however, be difficult to achieve despite 
considerable effort. It’s good to keep track of a number of 
parameters to try to keep a board balanced, and long-term 
strategic planning is needed. If a person who declines an 
invitation because of pressure of other commitments is 
someone the journal would really like to have on the board, 
the details should be noted so that an approach can be made 
at a more appropriate time in the future. Some Editors have 
even resorted to open appeals in an attempt to redress the 
gender imbalance of their editorial boards9.

When inviting people onto the board, it’s important an 
accurate picture is given of the role, the likely workload, 
and what support – administrative, technical, and financial 
– will be provided. If it isn’t, there will be annoyance and 
disillusionment, a possible parting of the ways, and even 
damage to the journal’s reputation. The potential new 
editor also needs to be comfortable with the journal’s peer-
review process and the degree of transparency it operates, 
for example, the inclusion of the editor’s name on decision 
letters or with published articles. The journal may also 
have a policy on whether simultaneous associations with 
other journals are allowed, such as being on the editorial 
boards of competing journals or involvement in their 
management and development, for example, as a learned 
society publications officer. The candidate should be 
notified of all policies and if agreement cannot be reached 
on policies that must hold across the editorial board, then 
appointment to the board will almost certainly not be 
possible. It can be helpful to put a potential candidate in 
touch with a member of the current board so they can have 
a private and informal discussion about the position – what 
the role involves, what support editors receive, whether 
there are any problematical issues, and so on.

When an invitation to join an editorial board is accepted, 
certain formalities need to be dealt with. The start date has 
to be agreed. The journal may have an ideal time in mind, 
but a certain degree of flexibility can help secure a desired 
editor. There should be a formal ‘job description’, laying 
out the responsibilities, expectations, term of office (and if 
renewable), and the expenses that will be covered. Having 
responsibilities and expectations in writing is helpful if 
problems or disputes arise. Remuneration for the role also 
needs to be set out. What editors receive for their services 
varies greatly, from just a free subscription to the journal or 
small honorarium to a substantial annual payment. 

Turnover of editorial boards is important to keep them 
relevant and effective. They shouldn’t grow larger and larger 
with more people being added and none coming off. It is 
generally advisable to agree a term of office with editorial 
board members so that they know the length of their 
commitment to the journal: 3-5 years is quite common, 
but in some journals the whole board rotates off when the 
Editor changes.
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Managing the editorial board
Editorial boards need to be managed to keep them 
functioning well and achieving their maximum potential.10 
Consistency in decision making and editorial advice has 
to be maintained. If it isn’t, authors (and reviewers) will 
be unhappy and a journal’s reputation for fairness may be 
damaged. Editors should be provided with regular reports 
on what is being submitted, reviewed, and accepted across 
the editorial board. Journals with set page or article budgets 
also need to ensure that a backlog of manuscripts awaiting 
publication doesn’t develop because too many are being 
accepted. This needs to be monitored, and editors alerted if 
a backlog is building. Editors should also be alerted if any 
delicate or sensitive situations arise involving the journal 
or anything it has published. If there is high media interest, 
the board needs to be told to whom to refer approaches for 
information and comments.

The members of the board need to be kept happy and 
any grievances recognised and sorted out quickly. It is 
crucial that guidance and support are provided. When new 
editors start, they need to be guided through the journal’s 
processes and policies until they feel confident on their own 
– different editors need different amounts of induction and 
support, some requiring more help with the technological 
aspects of online manuscript management systems, others 
with understanding and adhering to journal policies. If they 
have been on the editorial boards of other journals they 
may carry on doing things the way they did them there, and 
this may be in conflict with how the new Editor wants them 
to work. All editors will inevitably at some point of their 
term of office need help with difficult editorial situations 
involving authors or readers – such as unpleasant rebuttals 
or allegations – and the experience of the editorial office can 
be invaluable at these times. It can help prevent a situation 
escalating, relationships being damaged, and a disillusioned 
editor resigning from the board. It’s important for editorial 
offices to forge good relationships with their editors, so they 
feel they are working within a good and productive team 
and that there is care for their welfare. Workloads should be 
monitored so no editor is overloaded and to avoid a serious 
disparity in how much different editors are doing. There 
will be times when editors ask for a temporary easing of 
workload or break from editorial duties for professional or 
personal reasons, and these need to be accommodated. 

Editors submitting to their own journals
Should editors be able to submit to their own journals? 
Journals have different views on this, but many feel that it 
is unfair to exclude members of the editorial board from 
a relevant publication venue, especially if it is one that 
is important in their discipline. If editor submission is 
allowed, there need to be rigorous procedures in place to 
make sure that the submitting editor has no involvement in 
the review of their manuscript, and no knowledge about its 
review other than the information other submitting authors 
receive or have access to. The procedure for handling editor 
submissions should be transparent and published in the 
journal guidelines. 
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