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Large, well-established, widely known journals do not 
have many problems with journal promotion: their name 
is their ‘selling’ brand, on the basis of the quality of the 
research they publish. Small, newly founded journals are 
at the opposite end of the spectrum of opportunities for 
promoting their product: they have to make their name in 
the large family of existing scientific journals. An example 
from the biomedical field illustrates how difficult it is to 
achieve international visibility: the largest biomedical 
library in the world, the National Library of Medicine in 
the USA, receives issues of over 20 000 periodicals per year 
but indexes only about 5000 in its widely used bibliographic 
database, MEDLINE or PubMed. Small journals targeted 
to local readers usually do not seek international visibility 
because most are published in local languages and 
have local, specific aims, but they also face problems of 
promoting the journal locally.

Regardless of the aim of journal promotion, its success 
is directly related to the quality of the journal – not only 
the quality of the research published but also the working 
ethics, technical excellence, quality of work, and dedication 
invested in the journal. It is also related to wisdom in finding 
the best niche for the journal, where it could demonstrate 
its quality and value and have a greater chance of being 
recognized by the scientific community.

The promotion of a journal can be targeted at different 
populations and goals. Separately or at the same time, a 
journal may wish to a) attract good authors, b) get more 
readers, c) make more money, and d) be included in 
bibliographic databases. Attracting authors is the primary 
responsibility of the editor and the editorial staff. The 
publisher may have substantial influence on the choice of 
the above goals, especially between visibility and money, 
but also has more experience and resources for attracting 
readers, making a profit, and increasing the visibility of the 
journal. In small journals, and especially in small scientific 
communities, editors and publishers often do not have 
resources or skills for successful international journal 
promotion, for either a new or an established journal. They 
should particularly be careful in deciding what type of 
promotion they want, what they can afford, and how they 
will handle the outcomes of promotion.

The tactics of reaching the promotion goals often 
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overlap, because one success automatically brings about 
another one. We analyse them separately, because journals, 
especially small ones, may have different priorities or 
preferences in journal promotion. Good guidance for 
editors on some of these issues is available in the Manual 
for editors of health science journals, published by the World 
Health Organization.1

Attracting authors
Without authors, that is with an insufficient author pool, 
a scientific journal cannot survive, let alone be promoted. 
Authors are perhaps the best medium for journal 
promotion, because a satisfied author comes back again 
and also spreads the news about a good new journal. If an 
author has a strong incentive to publish in a specific journal, 
he or she will not hesitate to pay publication charges or 
subscribe to the journal. Good authors will also be faithful 
readers and recommend the journal to other readers and 
librarians in their institution.

The basic step in the promotion of a journal to future 
authors is to have clear aims and scope. The authors then 
know which research topics and types of articles the 
journal publishes. Although this may be clear from the 
journal’s table of contents, it is best to spell out the aims 
and scope on the first page of the journal as well as in the 
author instructions.

Author instructions are a good way of promoting your 
journal, even before the journal is started. The invitation 
to prospective authors to write for a new journal may 
include full author instructions. They should include not 
only details of submission and technical details about 
tables, figures, and references, but also information on the 
journal’s scope, preferred types of articles, review process, 
editorial decision-making, publication time, and other 
editorial issues relevant to authors. Instructions for authors 
should be detailed enough, but they should also be readable. 
To balance the need for detail and readability, we suggest 
posting extended author guidelines on the web. Authors 
can then be directed to these instructions from a short 
summary on the front page of electronic-only journals, and 
one-page summary instructions can be published in print. 

Another way of promoting a journal is to open 
communication with authors and make editorial work 
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more transparent. You can find out what authors think 
about the journal and whether they would be willing to 
become more involved in its work by asking them to fill 
out a questionnaire. During the publication process, you 
can also ask them for feedback on the service they received 
and their willingness to submit another manuscript to the 
journal in the future. This is easily done online, but you 
should keep in mind that online surveys have low response 
rates and may not always provide relevant information.

You can also promote the journal among prospective 
authors at professional and scientific meetings. Also, special 
issues, sponsored by an organization, or theme issues 
around a specific topic may attract authors who otherwise 
might not submit to your journal.

It is always good to emphasize the journal’s qualities 
or specificities in your promotional material. Those may 
include fast processing of submissions and production of 
the journal, its impact factor or other measure of journal 
scientific value, and citations of articles published in the 
journal. Links to international associations or institutions 
also give credibility to the journal.

Many promotional activities do not require much 
financial support, especially those in electronic formats. 
Providing electronic alerts about the journal’s content is a 
good promotional move. Electronic promotion can even 
be as simple as adding a line or two about your journal in 
the electronic signature to your emails. Other promotional 
measures may require more money (or willing sponsors). 
The journal can offer a prize for the best article; it may 
publicize and reward the most-accessed articles or invite 
authors to submit photographs for cover illustrations.

An author-helpful editorial policy is another means 
for journal promotion, especially for journals in small 
or developing scientific communities, where researchers 
often have poor writing skills and fewer opportunities to 
do expensive mainstream research. Helping authors to 
improve the presentation of their research in a published 
article is a lot of work, but it pays off enormously, primarily 
in the quality and visibility of the journal and in building a 
pool of good authors for the journal.2

Attracting readers
Attracting readers is perhaps even harder than attracting 
authors. An author-helpful policy and adequately defined 
niche of a journal may attract a sufficient number of 
contributors, but the goal of attracting readers has less 
strategic ground and cannot be adequately measured. Most 
editors think, perhaps even subconsciously, that readers 
will come along by themselves, just because the journal is 
good. However, with so many scientific journals around 
and so little time for reading, scientists usually stick to what 
they know or like or respect and read little outside their 
small selection of journals. With digital publishing, a part 
of the unity of the journal as a whole has been lost to the 
importance of individual articles, which can be accessed 
(perhaps purchased) and downloaded individually. So the 
strategy for journal promotion among potential readers is 
to tell prospective readers why they should read individual 
articles in your journal. 

The dream of every editor (and especially publisher) is 
to have many subscribers and earn a lot of money, so that 
the work in the journal depends only on the quality of the 
science. Unfortunately, money is the greatest problem for 
small journals, creating a negative vicious circle in which 
lack of money can influence the quality and visibility of the 
journal, which then negatively influences subscriptions to 
the journal. Few subscriptions brings in little money, which 
can again affect quality and visibility.3

It is difficult to give advice on the best ways to increase 
subscriptions. The strategy will vary greatly, depending 
on whether the journal is purely scientific, the readers of 
which are mostly those who publish or aim to publish their 
own work in the journal, or an association journal, which is 
read not only by scientists but also by a larger professional 
population. The easiest way to get subscribers is to find a 
large publisher and become a member of a large family of 
journals. In this case, all promotional activities are done 
by the publisher, and they are more successful because the 
journal is usually offered for subscription with a number of 
more influential journals, wanted by most libraries.

Many small journals, especially those linked to 
professional associations, do not have a proper publisher but 
are published by the association, without much knowledge 
or experience about the publishing business. In such cases, 
a journal promotion strategy must be developed by the 
editors. Small journals that choose to stay with a small 
independent publisher or an organization as a publisher 
should first carefully define the target group of potential 
subscribers. Little will be achieved by sending out expensive 
advertising leaflets to many addresses. It is better to clearly 
define target readership before developing a promotion 
strategy: is the journal read primarily by scientists in the 
field, or does it aim at more general professional readership 
or perhaps policy-makers and other stakeholders in 
research? Readers’ responses to questionnaires and feedback 
are important in following up a journal’s readership, because 
they can indicate what readers think about the journal, its 
content, presentation, and timeliness and whether they are 
willing to become more involved in peer review and other 
contributions to the journal.

It is best to build the promotion strategy around 
evidence about what is read in the journal. This can be 
done using readership surveys, either in an printed form 
or (now more common) linked to the online edition of the 
journal. Response rates to such surveys may be increased 
by running a quiz to win a free subscription and/or making 
the survey as a mandatory or voluntary requirement to 
enter the journal’s content. 

A journal’s electronic edition also offers a possibility for 
measuring which articles are read the most, by counting 
the hits or downloads of published items. Such information 
can be useful for evaluating a journal’s publishing priorities. 
Readers may be interested in review papers, if they are well-
written summations of research in a certain field; overview 
papers as summaries of interesting topics, which are easy 
to read and absorb; editorial and online summaries of the 
issues; or highlights of published papers. Readers may also 
be interested in discussion forums in the journal, especially 

in an online format, to facilitate rapid responses and timely 
discussion.

For scientific journals, journal authors may contribute 
to the journal promotion – for example, they can be asked 
to recommend journal subscription to other colleagues or 
to the librarians in their institutions. With the increase in 
quality and visibility, research areas published in the journal 
may attract the interest of other professional associations, 
which may ask the journal to be their official publication 
with membership subscription.

Increasing the journal’s visibility
For small, scholarly, non-profit journals, the visibility of 
the journal may be more important than making money 
from subscriptions and advertisements.4 Visibility in the 
scientific community can be increased in several ways, 
including journal exchange, indexing in bibliographic 
databases, providing full text online, and using social 
media to promote journal content.

Journal exchange
Journal exchange is a way of increasing the readership 
of a printed journal. Journal exchange has become less 
important today, when most publishers, both big and small, 
are switching to online publishing. It may still be a way of 
increasing the visibility of small and scholarly journals, 
however, at least locally. As most small journals are affiliated 
to research or academic institution and their editors are 
usually experts in the research field, their research activity 
and contacts can promote the journal. The editor can give 
the journal to other researchers and ask them to offer 
exchange to the journal published by their institution, 
organization or association. The gain is twofold: the journal 
will officially come to the (library of) another institution and 
will be visible to more potential readers. Also, the editor’s 
institution will receive other journals and thus increase the 
selection for their own readers and researchers. 

We also recommend that editors of small and new 
journals become members of editors’ associations, such 
as the European Association of Science Editors (EASE), 
and attend their meetings. In addition to the opportunity 
for learning a lot about their work as editors and ways to 
improve the quality of their work and the journal, they can 
meet other editors, arrange journal exchanges, and thus 
further increase the visibility of their journal.

Initiatives such as HINARI (www.who.int/hinari/en/
index.html) provide online access to mainstream journals 
in developing countries that cannot afford to subscribe 
to many journals. Donating your online journal, that is 
making it available to libraries and academic institution in 
these countries, can also increase its visibility and attract 
both readers and authors, as researchers in small scientific 
communities may be more interested in publishing in 
smaller journals than in prestigious mainstream journals 
with high rejection rates.

Indexing in bibliographic databases
Indexing the journal in bibliographic databases is an 
important element of its promotion.4 Indexing in widely 

used science information databases represents automatic, 
objective, permanent journal promotion and should 
be the key strategic goal of the development for small 
and scholarly journals, particularly in view of readers’ 
preference for individual articles over whole journals. 
Visibility brings readers and citations, authors and stability, 
and at least some financial gain and independence. This 
is especially true in environments in which publishing in 
indexed journals is a prerequisite for academic promotion. 
Indexing changes the journal’s promotion strategy: after 
indexing it can concentrate on detail and specificities, 
because most of the work has been accomplished. Indexing 
will attract enough authors and thus guarantee the survival 
of the journal.

Bibliographic databases differ in their criteria for 
including journals: some are very selective, such as 
Thomson Reuters and its citation indexes, and SCOPUS, 
each of which indexes probably less than 20% of scientific 
journals published worldwide. A good overview of the 
requirements for indexing in different databases is available 
at the resources site of the project NECOBELAC,5 the aim 
of which is to increase the production and dissemination of 
scientific information in public health.

As for any other aspect of journal production, 
technical excellence is important for journal promotion, 
particularly its visibility through the indexing databases. 
This includes all relevant information about the journal 
that is available to the public. We recently investigated how 
small and scholarly journals from one of the World Health 
Organization regions present publication and editorial 
information, which is important for their indexing and 
recognition by the scientific community.4 Many journals 
omitted their ISSN and did not write the journal’s name 
consistently. This is particularly relevant for journals 
published in a language other than English, the titles of 
which may be translated differently in different databases. 
We advise you to translate your journal’s title into English 
when submitting your application to the database to avoid 
free, inconsistent translation. Abbreviations of the journal’s 
title should also be avoided, because different databases 
handle abbreviations in different ways.

Electronic access to the journal
For small journals trying to find their place in the large 
community of scientific journals, electronic visibility is 
imperative and the best promotional move, especially if 
the journal makes the full text of all or some of the articles 
freely available. Small and new journals do not have many 
subscribers and do not make a profit at the beginning (they 
may, but only after years of hard work and investment into 
the visibility and quality of the journal). Many journals can 
use the websites, resources, and services of their academic 
or research institutions or associations. Even if this is not the 
case, is worth investing in a journal’s website development. 
The website is also a place for interactive communication 
with authors and readers and an important part of the 
promotion strategy. Investment in a web presence does 
not have to be large, as there are open sources available 
for journal management and publishing, such as the Open 
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Journal Systems.6 A good example is African Journals On 
Line (www.ajol.info), which uses Open Journal Systems to 
publish more than 400 African journals online. 

Electronic visibility is especially important for journals 
that are not indexed in bibliographic databases. Web search 
engines will bring the information from the journal to an 
interested reader. See also the chapter in this handbook on 
increasing visibility and citation, particularly its section on 
naming articles and ensuring that the journal is visible to 
the main search engines, such as Google. Even if the journal 
is indexed in bibliographic databases that provide abstracts 
of the published articles, visibility is increased by providing 
full-text articles on the web. Charging access or providing 
free access to full electronic journal content is a difficult 
choice for the promotion of small scholarly journals. It 
will depend on the goals of the promotion strategy and the 
choice between visibility and profit (or, rather, financial 
survival for small journals).

Social media
In the digital age, social media are becoming increasingly 
important for promoting journals and individual articles. 
For example, research has shown that highly tweeted 
articles in a biomedical field were over 10-fold more likely to 
be highly cited.7 Communication outside classical journal 
and citations to journal articles is gaining importance 
and may take away some of the prestige of impact factors. 
Another study shows that citations are less strongly linked 
to journals’ impact factors.8 

Journals have a wide variety of social media available, 
from blogs to Facebook, Twitter, Google+ and other tools. 
All can help increase ‘name recognition’ for your journal, 
but you should be aware that it is not enough to open a 
blog or an account; this is a lot of work and requires 
dedication and personnel engagement, which are often 
problematic for understaffed, underfinanced small and 
scholarly journals. But, as in all promotion efforts, there is 
no return without investment. You may consider involving 
students and younger colleagues to take over this aspect of 
journal promotion, as they may be more experienced and 
aware of unwritten but important social media etiquette.9 
Blogs from the Annals of Botany10 or from the BMJ Group11 
are good examples of the use of social media, and use of 
Twitter in this context has been described.12 As this is a 
novel area for journals, there is really no uniform advice 
on what works; however, this also means that social media 
provide a rewarding challenge because you can develop 
your own ways of promotion, customized to your journal.
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