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Irrespective of whether a scientific article is published in a 
printed or an electronic journal, the structure and layout of 
the first page of a journal article are important for several 
reasons. The prime reason is that readers should be motivated 
to read at least the title and the abstract, if not the entire 
article. The second reason is that, in spite of the commonly 
available digital material, scientists and technicians tend to 
build up a ‘library’ of their own in the form of photocopies of 
relevant articles. Such copies of articles are often restricted 
to the first page, because the abstract should provide all 
relevant information in a condensed form. In addition, a 
well-designed first page facilitates retrieval of the complete 
article, which researchers may consider useful if the data in 
the abstract are insufficient for their purposes. All relevant 
data should therefore be clearly indicated on this page. Van 
Loon (19951) suggested that the most relevant data are the 
following:

(1) the source of the article, that is, the title of the 
journal,
(2) the title of the article, 
(3) the name(s), affiliation(s), address(es) and email 
adress(es) of the author(s), 
(4) the keywords (if used), 
(5) the abstract. 

Since 1995, some more aspects have become important, 
particularly:

(6) the digital object identifier (DOI),
(7) the dates of (a) submission, (b) acceptance, and (c) 
publication.

As a service to readers and documentalists, the page 
numbers of the first and last pages of the article may be 
provided as a useful addition. For the same reason, the 
International Standard Serial Number (ISSN) may also 
be provided. A complete reference may also be provided, 
including the numbers of the first and last pages; this is best 
done either before or just underneath the abstract. Several 
journals also mention an abridged title of the journal, 
sometimes with the remark that references to the article in 
any other work should be made in that specific form. Such 
a form may, obviously, conflict with the rules for references 
proposed by other journals. Suggesting how to refer to the 
article in other journals is therefore not advisable. 

Some journals, for example, the various Public Library 
of Science (PLOS) journals add even more information 
on the first page, such as possible conflicting interests and 
funding, but these data are better published at the end of 
the article. 

6.1: Requirements and preferences for the first page of journal 
articles 
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It seems beyond any doubt that an article will be 
retrieved more frequently if it can be traced easily. Frequent 
retrieval has three important potential advantages: a more 
complete check of the entire contents of the article (which 
might reduce the too frequent practice of authors referring 
to articles when they have read only the abstract); more 
complete data in the reference lists of manuscripts (which 
would lighten the task of desk editors considerably); and 
more income (for databases from which the material is 
retrieved, and consequently in most cases for the journal 
too). 

Publishers, database exploiters, editors, and authors thus 
have a common interest: the first page of an article should 
contain data that allow effective searching in databases, and 
so also allow the source of the article to be traced. 

The source of an article 
An article that does not explicitly mention its source is 
hardly traceable if only a reprint or a first page is available. 
To avoid any chance of an article not being traceable, it 
is therefore essential that at least the name (title) of the 
journal, the number of the volume (the issue number 
should be provided if each issue starts with page 1, though 
this type of page numbering should be avoided because of 
the potential confusion), and the publication date or year 
are clearly indicated on the first page of each article. With 
respect to the title of the journal, it becomes increasingly 
important to avoid abbreviating the title, not only because 
abbreviations facilitate incorrect journal names in reference 
lists, but particularly because of the rapid growth of journal 
titles, several of which might be abbreviated in the same 
way.

The ISSN is sometimes indicated on the first page, but 
this is actually duplication: it refers to the journal’s title. 
Moreover, confusion may arise because, in spite of the 
fact that an ISSN should be used exclusively for one single 
journal title, experience shows that journals may change 
their title but keep the same ISSN (for example, Geologie 
en Mijnbouw/Netherlands Journal of Geosciences). A 
consequence is that some ISSNs refer to journal titles that 
start with, for instance, volume 35.

Some journals print a logo on the first page of each 
article, for instance beside the authors’ names and addresses. 
This helps readers to recognize the source journal and is 
in addition a way for the journal to promote itself. This 
practice, which seems to have nothing but advantages, has 
become more common since the 1980s. 



6.1: Requirements and preferences for the first page of journal articles 6.1: Requirements and preferences for the first page of journal articles 

2 3Science Editors’ HandbookScience Editors’ Handbook

The title of an article 
The title is perhaps the most relevant part of an article, not 
only for potential readers who want to find at a glance what 
the article is about, but also for the sake of retrievability.2 
If just one part of an article is stored in a database, it is the 
title. This implies that the title also forms a main source of 
information during a literature search. 

It is therefore surprising that titles do not always reflect 
the contents of an article clearly. This may be on purpose, 
in the hope of attracting more readers by making the 
title intriguing rather than self-explanatory (particularly 
American authors tend to do this), or by mistake 
(typographical errors in titles, particularly in symbols, are 
often overlooked during proofreading), or just through 
ignorance (young authors often do this, and referees don’t 
always notice). Whatever the reason, it is a major task of the 
editor to check whether the title of a manuscript reflects its 
contents sufficiently well and is unambiguous.3 If not, the 
author should be asked to change the title and perhaps also 
be told how this should be done. 

Title wording 
The title should be easily, rapidly, and correctly understood 
by both the scientific or technical reader and documentalists 
who must store or retrieve the article. Problems may arise 
if the title is excessively long, too full of abbreviations or 
symbols or both (see, for example, an article in Nature: 
TACI and BCMA are receptors for a TNF homologue 
implicated in B-cell autoimmune disease), fails to indicate 
the contents well enough, or suggests that the contents are 
nonscientific/technical or even nonsense (see, for example, 
the title of an abstract of a meeting of the Geological 
Society of America: Yucca Mountain is not a mountain - 
it is a rolling hill, it will not hold nuclear waste. Our way 
of looking at the mountain is that it is on the move, it has 
always moved from generation to generation). 

Title typography 
The typography of a title is as important as the wording: 
titles written in capitals are difficult to read and are easily 
misinterpreted. The use or non-use of capitals may even be 
incorrect, for instance in the case of biological taxonomy,4 
chemical formulas, geological stratigraphy, or scientific 
units (common misunderstanding arises from the letters 
m and M if a length is indicated, and the commonly 
found symbol ‘Km’ does not mean ‘kilometre’ but ‘kelvin 
metre’!). Capitals in the title should therefore be used only 
if prescribed by spelling or scientific rules (but in this case 
they are obligatory). 

Subtitles are necessary in only a few domains and should 
be avoided if possible. If unavoidable, the typography 
should preferably follow the rules for the main title, but the 
letter size of the subtitle may be smaller so that it can be 
distinguished from the main title. 

Author identification
The scientific responsibility for an article lies primarily with 
the author(s) (see Chapter 3.6). A reader must be able to 
trace the authors even if only a photocopy of the first page 

is available. The editor should therefore check carefully 
whether the names and affiliations of the authors are spelled 
correctly in the manuscript and in the proofs: authors are 
often sloppy in this respect, particularly when they type or 
proofread the name of a co-author. It is also important to 
clearly identify which author should be contacted as the 
‘corresponding author’ – this is the person to whom initial 
enquiries should be sent. Usually it is the first author, but 
not always.

Authors’ names
It must be possible to identify the authors of an article. The 
name of an author should therefore be unambiguous. There 
is a problem, however, if authors do not always use exactly 
the same name,5 for instance after marriage. Another 
problem arises when it is not clear which names are given 
names and which are surnames: with the rapidly increasing 
number of Chinese authors, this becomes a great problem, 
also because Chinese scientists living in the West tend to 
place their given names before their surname, in contrast 
to usage in China.6 Yet another source of confusion is the 
difference in names that have been transliterated.7 Many 
other possible pitfalls are discussed elsewhere in this 
Handbook.

Another problem is that the increasing number of 
scientists nowadays results, particularly in countries where 
the number of surnames is restricted, in an ever growing 
number of identical author names (for example John 
Smith, Jitao Wang). As scientists also tend to change their 
affiliations during their career, this may hamper identifying 
a specific author. For this reason, several attempts have 
been made to identify an author unambiguously by a 
specific code (author identifier). The most recent initiative 
is ORCID (http://about.orcid.org/) which was launched at 
the end of 2012. Although previous initiatives have failed 
to work well since they relied on authors to remember to 
update their information, it is possible that this initiative 
will be more successful because it is being integrated into 
online submission systems. Editors should watch the 
development of this system and be prepared to incorporate 
such identifiers with the authors’ names. (A few authors in 
this handbook include their ORCID identifier within their 
affiliation.)

Authors’ addresses 
A completely different aspect of author identification is the 
author’s address. Nowadays two types of addresses need 
be indicated: affiliation and location (for identifying the 
source of the information) and an email address (for fast 
communication). 

The authors’ affiliations are important to present 
correctly, and should include the name of the institution, 
relevant department or faculty, and the location. For 
example, ‘Department of Life Sciences, Texas A&M 
University, Corpus Christi, USA’. The naming of the 
institution shows where the research was developed. Note 
that the affiliation should show where the work was done, 
and if the author’s address has now changed this should 
be indicated (often in a footnote). The affiliation of each 

author should be provided. 
Email addresses should be provided not only for the 

corresponding author, but also for all the co-authors. 
Practice shows us that scientists move frequently to other 
places (and they may be absent because of holidays, illness, 
or some other reason), and in such a case the co-authors 
must be approachable by interested readers.

The addresses and affiliations of the authors, as well 
as their email addresses, should preferably be printed 
immediately below their names, although a footnote on 
the first page is also acceptable. The addresses should not, 
however, be printed on the last page of an article (as is still 
done by some journals8), as the information will be lost 
when only the first page is copied. 

Addresses should be unambiguously linked to the 
corresponding authors’ names. For instance, three names 
should not be given with two addresses without indicating 
a distinct relationship. The relationship should be indicated 
by a superscript number, rather than by a symbol (symbols 
are more difficult for readers to take in and may also suggest 
a meaning that is not intended: in many countries, for 
example, the commonly used sign † indicates a deceased 
author). 

Keywords 
Keywords form the body of most databases. They therefore 
deserve close attention. When no keywords are provided in 
an article, the database staff will provide them themselves. 
(Note that in some cases, for example Medline, the staff will 
always select their own terms and not use those provided 
by the journal – see their FAQ page: http://www.nlm.
nih.gov/bsd/indexfaq.html#keywords) Since the staff of 
many databases have less expertise in the subject than the 
authors and the editors, it is advisable that authors suggest 
keywords and that the editors remove or replace keywords 
that are inadequate or superfluous and insufficiently to 
the point. In addition, they should add keywords that, 
as they (should) know, are useful in a literature search9. 
Some keywords may be derived from the title and the 
abstract10 and from headings and subheadings, although 
some databases automatically add the main words from 
the title to the keywords. In choosing keywords, one should 
consider possible synonyms.

The final keywords should be printed in a conspicuous 
place, preferably just underneath the abstract. This makes 
sense only if an abstract is short enough to leave space for 
the keywords on the first page. Journals that do not impose 
restrictions on the length of an abstract should place the 
keywords just above the abstract, to guarantee that the 
keywords can be found on the first page. 

The abstract 
There are two main types of abstract: indicative abstracts 
describe what is detailed in the article, and informative 
abstracts summarize the objectives, methods and results in 
a concise way. This second type is by far preferable. This is 
mainly because readers want to be able to extract results 
from the abstract rather than just knowing what has been 
investigated (this should be reflected in the title!), but 

also because many databases supply complete abstracts to 
their customers, who have the same interest as the journal 
readers. 

The typography of abstracts has long been largely 
determined by outdated library requirements. When 
neither electronic texts nor photocopiers were available 
many journals included, in addition to the abstracts 
within the articles themselves, separate sheets with printed 
copies of the abstracts. These could be cut out and glued 
on archive cards (thus building some kind of database). In 
most countries, standardized cards measured 12.5 x 8 cm 
(width and height). The abstracts were therefore usually 
printed to a measure of about 12 x 7.5 cm, to fit on the card, 
which is a fairly limited size. Almost all journals therefore 
decided to print the abstract in a smaller type size than the 
body of the text, even though it was realized that this made 
reading more difficult, although the abstract is – apart from 
the title – the most frequently read part of an article. 

Nowadays there is no need to adhere to a maximum 
size of about 12 x 7.5 cm, since abstracts have become 
electronically retrievable, and also since photocopying 
may provide individuals with the complete abstract. 
There are consequently only arguments in favour of an 
easily readable typeface and size, with optimum use of the 
available width of the page. Only adherence to tradition 
and an insufficient understanding of the history of abstract 
usage in libraries can explain why numerous journals still 
print their abstracts in a reader-unfriendly way (which is 
also unduly space-consuming).

In whatever typeface or size it is printed, an abstract 
and the other data mentioned in this section should ideally 
fit on the first page of the article, so as to be available to 
readers in a complete form even if they possess only the 
first (photocopied) page. 

Additional data
Progress in the way of scientific-information transfer (for 
example, electronic publishing in various ways and through 
various platforms), as well as scientific (priority rules) and 
financial aspects (grants) require demand ever more data 
related to the publisher, journal, article, and author. The 
most important are nowadays, as mentioned above, the 
DOI and several dates.

Just like codes have been developed to identify an author 
unambiguously, a method has been developed to do so with 
individual articles. This is done through the DOI, used 
particularly for articles that can be retrieved electronically. 
DOIs should be applied for through registration agencies, 
which are co-ordinated by the International DOI 
Foundation. As DOIs can be most helpful in retrieving 
articles, editors or publishers are strongly advised to apply 
for DOIs and to print an article’s DOI at a prominent place 
on its first page. See CrossRef (www.crossref.org) who 
manage the allocation of DOIs for scholarly literature and 
are described in Chapter 6.5.

Dates of submission, revision, acceptance, and 
publication of an article are, as a rule, essential for only a 
limited number of sciences. Nevertheless, priority rules 
become ever more important. Printing these data on the 
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first page of an article is therefore not always required, but 
as this may change in the future, editors are encouraged to 
do so. This may be in a footnote or immediately after the 
abstract or keywords. 

Additional suggestions 
The space left on the first page after the above data (title, 
abstract, etc.) can be used for the beginning of the running 
text, possibly including one or more figures. However, a first 
figure that takes all the remaining space, leaving no room 
for any of the main text, should be avoided. In general, a 
small figure on the first page can help to draw the attention 
of potential readers. 

Footnotes 
Some journals use footnotes on the first page to provide data 
that other journals tend to publish at the end of the main 
text. Such data may include acknowledgements, number 
of the contribution in the framework of an institute or a 
research project, grants received, statements about (non) 
conflicting interests, funding, etc. Authors’ addresses are 
sometimes also published as a footnote on the first page 
instead of immediately underneath the authors’ names. 

For reasons of readability and layout, there is a tendency 
to restrict the number of footnotes as much as possible. 
One should also be aware that a footnote on the first page 
may distract the readers’ attention from more relevant data. 

Articles not starting on a new page 
To save space, some journals do not start each new article 
on a new page. This can cause problems with retrieval or 
correct referencing, or both, as not all the information 
discussed here is to be found on the first page. As a rule, 
those responsible for the layout should take care that the 
source, title, and authors’ names should be together on 
the first page, preferably with the address(es) where the 
author(s) can be contacted. The editor should check this 
in the proof stage. If the essential details do not fit on the 
remaining part of a page underneath another article, the 
editor should take care that the article starts on a new page, 
even if this implies that some blank space is left on the 
previous page. 
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