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The success or failure of a small scholarly journal (see 
Chapter 3.3 on establishing a new journal) primarily 
depends on the work of its editors. This includes dedication 
to the journal and its success, organizational skills, editors’ 
diligence, and, above all, their adherence to good editorial 
practice and publishing integrity. If a journal does not 
achieve any of the strategic goals, it is the editors who 
should take the blame for failure. In this chapter we will 
explore the rights and responsibilities of an editor-in-chief 
and provide some advice on how to organize the editorial 
board and editorial office in small and scholarly journals. 
There are also several excellent resources, including the 
Manual for editors of health science journals published by 
the World Health Organization (see Resources).

Issues that come before organizing the editorial 
board and editorial office
The work of the editor and editorial office of small 
scholarly journals differs from the work in professional, 
for-profit journals in a number of ways. Maybe the most 
important difference is the diversity of tasks required 
from the editor-in-chief. Besides the editorial work, the 
editor of a small scholarly journal and the editorial office 
do not have a professional publishing organization for 
support; furthermore, the editor cannot recruit persons 
whose professional expertise covers all aspects of journal 
production, from organization and production to 
promotion and income. Therefore, the establishment and 
work of an efficient editorial office and journal’s editorial 
board requires a clear definition of the relationship with 
both the organization that started the journal, and the 
publisher and sponsoring organizations.

The best formula for a successful structure and 
organization of the journal is that all stakeholders and their 
relationships are clearly defined in a written agreement 
before the editor takes on the position (see Marušić 
et al.1 for an example). Such a document reminds all 
parties involved of the agreed rules and ensures that all 
stakeholders in the publication of the journal know their 
rights and responsibilities. Such a document, if it clearly 
spells out the roles and responsibilities in the journal, also 
serves as the protector of editorial freedom.

Owner, publisher, sponsor
Very often small and scholarly journals do not clearly 
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provide information on how the journal is organized, and 
sometimes it is not even clear who owns and who publishes 
them.2 In most cases the journal reveals its owner, but it is 
rarely clarified whether this owner, usually an association 
or institution, actually produces the journal or whether it 
takes care of print or electronic production of individual 
issues and their distribution. While this item may not be of 
great interest for the readers and/or authors of the journal, 
this must be clear before the editor takes on this role or when 
a new journal is planned. A clear definition of the triangle 
owner – editor – publisher is not only instrumental for the 
life of the journal, but also adds to the journal’s promotion 
and visibility, as well as transparency of responsibilities and 
credit.

The owner 
The owner of the journal is usually the founder of the 
journal, with financial responsibility for its life and work. 
It is also the ‘master’ of the journal’s strategic aims (e.g., 
scientific or educational character, scientific profile, 
language), its long-term vision and the overview of the 
journal’s quality, the guardian of integrity and legality of 
editorial work and guarantor of editorial independence and 
integrity.

In our experience with a small scholarly journal3 the 
best way of linking the owners to the journal board and 
office is through a special Management Board or Board of 
Trustees1. Such a management body takes on responsibility 
to ensure that there is a balance between the interests of the 
owner, and the freedom of work and independence of the 
editor and editorial board. We believe (and have witnessed) 
that such division of responsibilities is most suitable 
for small journals.4 Whereas the owner has the right to 
insist on quality, the journal’s profile and the direction of 
development, the editor needs the freedom to achieve the 
goal. If the editor disagrees with the owner’s ambition and/
or views, or feels that they cannot be achieved, the editor 
should step down. An editor who decides to stay on takes 
the full responsibility for the result. At the same time, the 
owner should not interfere with the editor’s style of work, 
but should react to its outcomes.

The publisher
The journal’s publisher should be differentiated from the 
‘printing office’, but equally so from the owner. The publisher 
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provides a professional service, regardless of whether it is 
a for-profit company or a not-for-profit organization. The 
publisher takes care of the print and/or electronic edition 
of the journal, but considers and treats the journal as a 
product that generates income and prestige. This takes 
the burden off the owner and editorial board, who usually 
come from the world of academia and are not versed or 
interested in the business side of the journal. Because of 
such different roles of important stakeholders in journal 
production, there should be a precise written contract 
defining the relationship of the journal (represented by the 
owner and the editor) and the publisher. In our experience 
with a small and scholarly journal that has grown into a 
respectable international publication4 a good practice is to 
keep the business and academic part of journal production 
separate, with financial responsibility and profit delegated 
to the publisher, and academic responsibility to the journal.

Sponsoring organizations
Very often both new and established scholarly journals 
receive offers to become “the official journal of an 
association, school, hospital or department”. The editors 
usually accept the offer, first, because it is a compliment, 
and second, because it seems impolite to turn the offer 
down, and there is seemingly no reason to do so. The net 
result is: 1) the listing of these organizations somewhere 
on the journal’s masthead, and 2) the publicity created 
when both the journal and the sponsoring organizations 
mention their partnership at some festive occasion, and 
nothing else. The vague notion of both the parties is that the 
influx of both submitted articles (visibility, citations) and 
subscriptions will increase because of the relationship. In 
other words, the members of the sponsoring organizations 
will choose to publish in ‘their’ journal because it will be 
more sympathetic to their submitted works. However, this 
is not the case: the members of the sponsoring organization 
have their own publishing strategies, and the journal/editor 
may well have different quality criteria than the members 
and non-members of the journal’s sponsoring associations 
and organizations.

To make some use of such proposals, the editor should 
require the potential sponsoring organization to buy 
(subscribe to) a certain number of copies of the journal, 
possibly for a lower, non-profit price. This brings some 
income to the publisher, widens the readership, and makes 
the sponsoring organization happy and more attached to 
the journal.

Editorial independence and rights
Sufficient financing, number and quality of contributions, 
efficiency of peer review, size of readership and number 
of subscriptions should be estimated before setting goals 
for the new editors. At this point, it is crucial that editors 
(including the entire editorial board) do not accept the 
job if they feel unable to overcome obstacles to achieving 
the strategic goals. Also, it is of utmost importance that 
before starting the job, the editors are aware of their rights 
and responsibilities. Before deciding to accept the job, 
the candidate(s) should ask for the available documents 

about the journal and also carefully study the policies, 
statements and educational material produced by editorial 
organizations (see the list in the Resources section) before 
negotiating the offer.

Editorial independence
The question of editorial independence cannot be easily 
defined and answered because each journal has a unique 
set of relationships and interests. However, almost all 
cases of dismissal of editors at the large international 
medical journals (New England Journal of Medicine, JAMA, 
Canadian Medical Association Journal) had to do with 
disagreements between the owners of the journal and 
editors about the boundaries of editorial independence. 
And all of them were controversial, both in the sense of 
division of opinions between the spectators, and with 
respect to the exact rules and criteria that might have been 
applied to make a fair judgement.

As editors, we expect as much independence as possible, 
and we believe that this can be best achieved by defining at 
least the ‘ground rules of independence’ before accepting 
the job. With regard to personal experiences with our 
journal’s owners on editorial independence, we should 
mention that the clear-cut, concrete definition of the 
conditions for our editorial independence were set down in 
a formal, legal contract.5,6,7 This kept us at our post for more 
than five years after the owner(s) had clearly disclosed that 
they wanted us to leave and desired less editorial freedom.8 
The legal contract also enabled us to leave when we decided 
to leave, and prevented us from being dismissed because 
of a possible dispute with owners about editorial freedom. 
The clause in the contract that allowed such protection of 
editorial independence was that any owner (in our case, four 
medical schools) may request the dismissal of the editors 
only on the basis of their quality and integrity (quality was 
defined as the exclusion from any of the databases in which 
the journal was indexed at the time the editor accepted the 
position; questioning integrity required written evidence 
and exchange of arguments). However, owners could only 
make changes to the contract by consensus and not by 
majority voting.

Editorial rights
Besides making final decisions on submitted manuscripts 
and content of journal issues, the editors of small and 
scholarly journal should also have the right to choose their 
team, including the editorial office and editorial board. 
Choosing the editorial board may be problematic because 
scholarly communities usually want to appoint their most 
respectable and influential members to serve in these 
bodies (even though they are too busy or less interested to 
work hard on building up a good journal). Consequently, 
the editorial board can be populated by big names who 
do little or nothing for the content and prosperity of the 
journal. A good editorial board will serve as an important 
source of reviewers, contribute their work to the journal, 
serve as guest editors on thematic issues of the journal, 
recruit new authors and editors, and use their influence 
in the local and international community to promote the 

journal and help its editors.
Because of the important role of the editorial board (or 

advisory board in some journals), editors should insist on 
the right to choose or change the team they want to work 
with. As with other rights and responsibilities, this is best 
done in writing, as part of the job contract for the editor, 
regardless of whether the editorial position is voluntary, 
professional, paid or unpaid.

Organization of the journal’s bodies
As we emphasized in the beginning of this chapter, the 
best formula for successful structure and organization of 
the journal is that all stakeholders and their relationships 
are clearly defined in a written agreement before the editor 
takes on the position. For a new journal, the choice of the 
best organization and workflow for the journal will require 
some research and evaluation of existing experiences in 
other journals. For an existing journal this means continual 
evaluation of its structure and work, and adjustment of the 
journal organization to reflect the current needs of the 
journal.

The two most important bodies in the journal are the 
editorial board and the editorial office. For online-only 
journals, the office does not mean the actual physical 
space, but rather a group of experts working around the 
same general charge. The different journal bodies have 
complementary, and sometimes overlapping, roles and are 
equally important for the success of the journal. The editorial 
board is primarily involved in planning and working on the 
content of the journals, whereas the editorial office runs the 
everyday workload of manuscript submissions, processing, 
creating materials for non-research publication items and 
production of individual issues. The editorial office may 
include professionals who work closely with editors in 
chief, such as deputy or executive editors. Some journals 
also have an advisory board. We will explore their roles in 
relation to the editor-in-chief, who takes the responsibility 
for the whole journal.

The Editorial Board
The editorial board – an independent body making the 
journal – is the heart and the brain of that journal. It should 
be independent in electing its new members, and in all other 
strategic and concrete actions related to the function of the 
journal. Some editorial boards have the right to choose the 
editor-in-chief too. The relations between the editor-in-
chief and the editorial board may take different forms, with 
the board or editor having more executive power, but it is 
important to formally define these relationships early in the 
life of the journal. In some journals, the editorial board has 
a purely advisory role, in which case, the editor-in-chief is 
the most important and powerful figure in the journal.

The editor-in-chief and the editorial board usually work 
with the team of executive editors, regardless of which of 
them is dominant in the journal. Executive editors may 
either be found among the members of the editorial board 
or are independently recruited to the editorial office. They 
take over specific sections of the journal, such as book 
reviews, journal essay columns, theme issues or other 

sections or topics covered in the journal. If the journal 
publishes quantitative research, statistical editors or a 
statistician consultant become an important editorial body 
that is invaluable in assessing the validity of the research 
submitted for publication.9 

It is difficult to choose the “right” members for the 
editorial board – those who would contribute most to the 
journal quality. The structure of the editorial board depends 
on the scope of the journal, its size, impact, and other 
general or local factors. In our experience, a small scholarly 
journal in a small scientific community benefits most from 
young, eager and diligent professionals in its editorial 
board, rather than local “big names” and “authorities”, who 
most often do not put their hearts into the journal.

 Such structure of the editorial board may not, however, 
be easy to achieve in a competitive environment, where 
young people must invest all their efforts in research 
productivity and academic advancement. This is why they 
should be assigned specific, small, and well-defined tasks 
that they like and can do. Their gratification is being part 
of a successful journal, having their names appear on the 
masthead and being able to cite their journal work in their 
CVs. Some may choose to build up expertise in editorial 
work and later on become an editor-in-chief; they might 
even decide to continue their professional careers in 
journal work 

Journals aiming for international readership and 
visibility should have an international editorial board 
with scientists visible in mainstream science: “authorities” 
here serve as a sort of approval stamp for the journal and 
invitation to prospective authors. Although the quality of 
the journal is primarily reflected in the articles, that is, the 
science published there, the names on the editorial board 
indicate the journal’s scientific strength and prestige. This 
is also an important factor for including the journal in 
bibliographical databases. Where the editorial board is 
international in nature, it is difficult for them to take the 
responsibility for everyday decision-making at the journal 
and therefore the executive editors (deputy editors and 
special section editors) in the editorial office have to take 
on more decision-making responsibilities.

Both national and international “authorities” provide 
the “approval stamp” for the journal, but their other 
contributions are modest. In our experience, the primary 
moving force in a small and scholarly journal are young 
professionals – researchers interested in publishing who 
take over specific defined tasks in the journal.

The Advisory Board
The advisory board of the journal may not be needed if 
the editorial board has a primarily advisory function – 
particularly when the editorial board is fully international. 
However, when the editorial board is responsible for 
the production of the journal content, including the 
responsibility for peer review process and decision on 
publication, an advisory board is often used in the full 
meaning of its name – to advise the journal and its editors. 
In a small journal (small by any definition; size, country, 
scientific community, finances) the advisory board is often 
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an international body, and serves as a journal representative 
to the international scientific community. In addition to 
acting as reviewers for the journal, members of the advisory 
board can solicit articles for the journal and promote it 
within their scientific communities.

The editorial office
The editorial office is the group of professionals directly 
involved in day-to-day work on the journal, regardless of 
whether they work in the same physical space or online.

Technical aspects of journal production are an important 
area for the editorial office of any journal. In many journals, 
this is often a neglected aspect of the work, usually 
delegated to outside professionals. Also, journal editors 
are often not familiar with the process of production, 
printing or web publishing, so they cannot address possible 
problems in this area. Technical editing, proofreading, and 
close collaboration with a publisher are important tasks of 
the editorial office. These aspects of journal publishing are 
particularly important for small and new journals because 
lack of technical excellence in journal production is taken 
as a sign of the lack of scientific quality: tables and figures 
that are not uniformly edited, references that are not written 
in a consistent style, and poor printing quality do not speak 
well for the quality of the journal.

In small academic journals, the editor-in-chief and 
executive editors may be part-time or voluntary members, 
but the editorial office needs at least one paid employee. 
This may be the secretary to the editor-in-chief – but only if 
they have sufficient dedicated time to spend on the journal, 
and have the suitable skills. Ideally what is needed is a true 
professional who can fully contribute to the quality of the 
journal. For journals published in English in non-English 
speaking countries, we also recommend that this person be 
a language expert or that a language editor is fully employed 
in the journal. It is difficult to find a good language editor 
for a scientific journal, because a scientific article has a very 
specific structure and language, and each research field has 
its own specific terminology.10,11 The language editor in a 
scientific journal should be either a language professional 
with good knowledge of the scientific field covered by the 
journal, or an expert in the field who also has excellent 
knowledge of English. We particularly recommend the 
second choice, based on our own experience with a 
medical journal, which we will sketch here. During the 
first ten years of our journal, we had a turnover of nine 
language editors, all with a university degree in English 
language and literature. However, they could not adapt 
quickly to the specificities of medical scientific language, 
often producing grammatically correct but poorly readable 
texts for a medical professional. We were then fortunate 
to find a young colleague who decided to study English 
after obtaining the medical degree, which proved to be an 
excellent combination of medical and language expertise.11

Finally, good editorial practice would be to have an 
editor who is in charge of publication integrity issues.12 
This is an expert who deals with allegations of publication 
misconduct in the journal and oversees the editorial 
procedures to ensure research integrity.13

The editor-in-chief
Editorial work has no starting and stopping time. Running 
a journal is not like building a house, where, despite the 
hard work, at some point the house is finished and the 
construction workers can take a rest. However, once 
the editor completes the new issue for publication, it is 
already time to start work on the next one. In small and 
scholarly journals that have small editorial teams, holidays 
are difficult to organize because a journal cannot adjust its 
publication dates for this. 

There are two key principles of running a science 
journal that can help us cope with these burdens: hard 
work and full integrity (Table 1). In some journals, the 
editor-in-chief is the main decision-making body in the 
journal, and in others, the editor-in-chief is “first among 
the equals” on the editorial board. When editors-in-chief 
have the primary role in the journal, which is often the 
case in small and scholarly journals, their responsibility is 
mainly to decide on any written material submitted to and 
published in the journal. They also have a crucial role in 
making decisions on the journal’s policy, content, design, 
advertising material, finances, and other operational issues. 
The benefits of concentrating the power of decision in the 
editor-in-chief are to define clearly who is responsible, so 
that the responsibilities for the failures and problems can be 
easily recognized. The authority of an editor-in-chief who 
is visible to the public protects other members of editorial 
board – inasmuch as they are young and volunteers.

Running a journal
Table 2 presents some elements of good editorial practice, 
which we composed on the basis of our editorial experience 
in a medical journal. Some of the elements may vary, 
depending on how different scientific fields are regulated, 
but the principles of good editorial practice are similar 
across the journals. Below we emphasize the elements that 
are most important for small and new journals entering the 
scientific publishing community:
1. Timeliness of publication – a very important factor if 

you are striving for international visibility (usually 
meaning the inclusion in international bibliographic 
databases).

2. Establishment of editorial documents – either forms 
or an electronic database for manuscript tracking, 
peer review forms, authorship/contributor statement 
forms, and checklists for special types of studies. Some 
of these documents are described in other chapters of 
this Handbook and the majority of journals have them 
available at their websites.

3. Keeping manuscript records – this is especially 
important in cases of any misunderstanding with or 
appeal from authors. Also, keep all records of your 
editorial activity, such as correspondence with authors, 
reviewers, journal production, and publisher. There is 
no rule about the length of time such documentation 
should be kept: electronic records may be kept for a 
long time as they do not take up much disk space, 
while paper documents are usually kept for at least a 
year after acceptance or rejection.

4. Establishing a database of reviewers – good reviewers 
are extremely important for making a good journal 
so you have to select them carefully and take good 
care of them. Build a database of reviewers, grouped 
in specific fields of expertise. In some scientific fields, 
it is customary to thank the reviewers by publishing 
their names in the journal with a thank-you note at the 
end of the journal’s volume. In other scientific fields, 
especially small ones, the anonymity of the reviewers 
(and often of authors) is strictly observed.

5. Regular publication of basic data on the journal – making 
a good journal is an evidence-based process: you have to 
know your journal to be able to best promote its further 
development. Publish basic data on the journal at least 
once a year to include how many manuscripts were 
submitted to the journal, how many were reviewed, 
what the rejection rate was, and other information that 
may be of interest to your readers and authors.

6. Technical excellence in journal production – this means 
small and tiresome, but important, tasks, which cannot 
be delegated to authors. For example, check references 
(research shows a significant prevalence of errors in 
references); check galley-proofs of each manuscript, 
and the layout of the journal.

To stay informed of the latest developments in the 
editorial profession, we recommend “continuing editorial 
education”. Some ideas are presented below, and see also 
Chapter 1.12 in this handbook.
1. Use resources made available through editorial 

organizations. Editorial organizations regularly publish 
policies, guidelines and statements on editorial matters 

(see Resources for the links to the websites of major 
editorial organizations). For medical editors, we 
particularly recommend A Syllabus for Prospective and 
Newly Appointed Editors of the World Association of 
Medical Editors, WAME, and the latest edition of the 
Uniform requirements for manuscripts submitted to 
biomedical journals: writing and editing for biomedical 
publication. Most editorial organizations organize 
workshops for editors during their official meetings.

2. Attend meetings for editors. Editorial organizations, 
including the European Association of Science Editors 
(EASE) hold regular meetings of their members. 
You will learn much about what you should know 
as an editor, but you will also be comforted learning 
that other editors, from small and big journals alike, 
encounter difficult situations similar to yours!

3. Follow the development of publication integrity policies. 
When encountering issues of fair editorial conduct 
and procedures this will empower you to address 
questions of misconduct related to the journal. Editors 
are not policemen, but they can introduce awareness 
of research integrity issues into their scientific 
community.14 Again, it is crucial to make all your 
policies and actions transparent, ideally, by publishing 
your records and posting the policies on the journal’s 
website and in the guidelines for authors.

4. Follow the development of digital publishing. Publishing 
in the digital age has moved beyond page numbers, issues 
and volumes, and new standards are being developed. A 
good resource is the National Federation of Advanced 
Information Services (see Resources section).

Table 1. Good editorial practice in a new journal: editorial integrity

Activity Advice
Keep track of all manuscripts You may need documentation for appeals or other disputes
Review every paper properly This often fails in practice; avoid “special cases which require no 

review”
Keep the publishing order of manuscripts This makes authors happy and should be adhered to at all times. 

There may be exceptions, like manuscripts for thematic issues
Use authorship statement form Ask authors to describe their individual contributions
Do not publish duplicate or salami articles Check bibliographical databases for the author’s other published 

articles; let authors know that you care about these issues. Use 
software tools for text similarity checking

Ask about conflict of interest Ask actively, do not wait for spontaneous disclosure
Establish a research integrity service Alert relevant institutions of obvious or suspect misconduct
Do not use your journal as an exclusive place for publishing 
your own research

Establish clear procedures for processing and publishing articles by 
the editor-in-chief and other editors in their own journal

Tell authors why their papers were rejected Do not excuse yourself with “limited space” but specify the reasons 
for rejection, even if the article was not sent out for peer review
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Table 2. Good editorial practice in a new or small journal: minimum requirements for editorial office

Requirement Comment
1. Regular publication of the journal This is the first and key criterion
2. Style and format Follow international standards (example: “Uniform requirements for manuscripts submitted 

to biomedical journals”)
3. Electronic publishing Gives better visibility and impact to small and scholarly journals
4. Electronic manuscript processing Today a standard in editorial practice is becoming increasingly important with the growth of 

the journal and manuscript submissions
5. Editorial Board Recruit colleagues dedicated to editorial work

Appoint statistical editor(s) and editor(s) dealing with research integrity and professional ethics
6. Editorial documents Guidelines for authors

Review forms
Authorship statement form (ask for conflict of interest)

7. Manuscript records Each manuscript should have its own identification number
Keep all key documents for each manuscript, including dates (received, reviewed, accepted/
rejected, published)

8. Peer review system Set up a reviewing system and keep reviewers’ files:
mark their field of expertise
keep records of manuscripts they have reviewed (at least their number)

9. Author and Subject Index Important for journals that are not online or indexed, which have other tools for searching 
the journal

10. Basic data on the journal and 
editorial work

Publish data regularly (e.g., every five years) on your journal:
number of papers received, reviewed, and accepted
other data relevant for the journal and its audience.

11. Alert bibliographic databases of 
your journal and your editorial work

Provide documents on your editorial practice

12. Continuing education Learn about new developments in journal editing and publishing

Resources
European Association of Science Editors – EASE, www.ease.org.uk/ 
Committee on Publication Ethics – COPE, http://publicationethics.org
Council of Science Editors – CSE, CSE’s White Paper on Promoting 

Integrity in Scientific Journal Publication, 2012 Update (www.
councilscienceeditors.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=3313) 

EMAME Education and Training Committee. Manual for editors of 
health science journals. Egypt, WHO and Eastern Mediterranean 
Association of Medical Editors, 2009. www.emro.who.int/entity/
emame/ (accessed August 2013). 

International Committee of Medical Journal Editors – ICMJE,         
www.icmje.org 

The National Federation of Advanced Information Services – NFAIS, 
Best Practices for Publishing Journal Articles (www.nfais.org/files/
file/Best_Practices_Final_Public.pdf)

World Association for Medical Editors – WAME, Syllabus for 
Prospective and Newly Appointed Editors (www.wame.org/resources/
editor-s-syllabus)

World Health Organization. Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean. 
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