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The way scientific journals are presented should not only 
appeal to readers immediately after publication but should 
also help scientists and documentalists to trace and retrieve 
the contents. This refers to the journal as an entity as well 
as to its individual issues. This is true for both printed 
and electronic journals. Facilitating tracing and retrieving 
articles is important for the publisher and the author – and 
therefore also for the journal editor – because easy retrieval 
leads to more frequent consultation by scientists and 
potentially to greater citation – which in turn can increase 
the journal’s impact factor. 

Printed journals require more aspects to be considered 
than electronic journals in order to facilitate tracing and 
retrieval of individual articles. The following aspects of 
issues and volumes are important for tracing the articles 
published in printed journals:
•	 title and International Standard Serial Number (ISSN) 

of the journal, 
•	 title and editor of special issues, 
•	 number of volume and number of issue, 
•	 year (and sometimes month/week/date) of publication, 
•	 numbering of pages, 
•	 list of contents, 
•	 indexes, 
•	 inclusion in databases,
•	 the masthead.

These topics should be carefully considered, but in 
practice editors and publishers usually pay insufficient 
attention to them. 

Title and ISSN 
Scientific journals are, in principle, identified in a truly 
unambiguous way by their title (although, for instance, two 
journals exist with the title Nature) and by their ISSN. This 
is a great help in article retrieval. In the case of (almost) 
identical names, care should be taken to provide additional 
information, for instance Nature (France). If publishers or 
editors are careless, the value of these identification marks 
may be reduced. 

More problems are appearing when journals are 
published in an international language (such as English) 
with almost identical (translated) titles to those published in 
their national language. This is compounded when journals 
close, re-open, or move to different publishers. For example 
it is possible to find a Chinese-language journal online 
called “China Population Resources and Environment” 
(ISSN 1002-2104) with articles being uploaded currently; 
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the journal’s name is indicated on the cover in both Chinese 
and English. The same journal, with the same name (in 
English only) is present online-only without any traceable 
ISSN) at the Science Direct website, but contains only 2 
volumes (2007 and 2008) that contain English translations 
of the Chinese-language journal. There is also an English-
language journal “Chinese Journal of Population Resources 
and Environment”. This journal, originally published by the 
same Publisher as the Chinese-language journal, is aimed 
at an international readership, and is NOT a translation of 
the Chinese-language journal. This journal was initially 
published by Shandong Normal University (ISSN 1004-
2849), then jointly by this university and Higher Education 
Press (Beijing) (ISSN 1004-2857), and since 2013 by Taylor 
& Francis (still ISSN 1004-2857).

The title of a journal 
True journals without a title probably do not exist: most have 
a clear title. There are even journals that have two or more 
titles, sometimes because they are published in a bilingual 
country or by an international organization. A dual title 
can also result from the amalgamation of two journals, or 
by the wish to change the journal’s title in a gradual way 
(an example is Geologie en Mijnbouw, which is gradually 
changing into the Netherlands Journal of Geosciences). 
Many journals also have a subtitle. It is, unfortunately, not 
always clear whether such a subtitle should be considered 
as part of the title, for instance because the layout of the title 
and subtitle is ambiguous, or because there is a discrepancy 
between the title on the cover and the title as mentioned 
within the articles (for example, in the abstract or in the 
instructions to authors). A third possibility for confusion 
arises when a journal is split into two or more specialized 
journals with the same title but with a different subtitle or 
addition to the title. 

The above situations may cause serious problems when 
a documentalist looks for a specific journal in a library. 
If data have to be retrieved from an electronic database, 
ambiguities in the journal’s title may easily make an article 
from the journal untraceable. It is therefore important that 
the title of a journal should be unambiguous and used 
consistently. If a journal’s title is changed, the publisher 
should take care that no confusion can arise, for example, 
Journal of Sedimentary Research (formerly: Journal of 
Sedimentary Petrology). 
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The ISSN of a journal 
Confusion about the correct title, or about a change in title, 
can be largely avoided by using an ISSN (International 
Standard Series Number). The ISSN has a function similar 
to that of the ISBN (International Standard Book Number) 
for books: it identifies a journal in an unambiguous way. 
Each journal should apply for its own ISSN; two different 
journals with similar titles will receive different ISSNs, so 
it should always be possible to find the correct journal. 
The assignment of ISSNs is handled by national agencies 
of the ISSN International Centre and coordinated by the 
International Centre itself (www.issn.org). The ISBN 
system is handled similarly: see www.isbninternational.org. 

A change in the title of a journal should be accompanied 
by a change in the ISSN, just as a revised edition of a 
book should have a new ISBN. An example is Geologische 
Rundschau, which changed its name to International 
Journal of Earth Sciences and simultaneously changed its 
ISSN from 001607835 to 1437-3254. Publishers who do not 
follow this rule make their products difficult to trace and 
retrieve; it is therefore difficult to understand why these 
rules are broken so frequently by publishers (commercial 
companies, learned societies, etc.). Journals with changed 
names but with unchanged ISSNs (an example is the 
Netherlands Journal of Geosciences / Geologie en Mijnbouw, 
which kept its ISSN 0016-7746) will be stored in databases 
in the following manner: ‘Journal X, volumes 1–30 (1981–
2012)’ and ‘Journal Y, volumes 31–… (2013–…)’.  

Note also that the print and electronic editions of the 
same journal should have different ISSNs (called e-ISSN 
and p-ISSN) – this is to recognise that the content in the 
print and electronic editions of the same journal may differ 
from each other and it is important to know which edition 
is the indexed version (whether the print or online).

Title and editor of special issues 
Most journals are published as volumes consisting of 
several issues. Some of these may have a special theme or 
be devoted to a special occasion. Such special issues are in 
some respects comparable to books (for this reason they 
can have an ISBN in addition to the regular ISSN) and 
therefore commonly receive a title (comparable to the title 
of a book). Usually their special character requires some 
editorial activity by a specialist or a specialist team. This 
specialist should be mentioned on the front cover of the 
issue as the guest editor (but in such a way that the special 
status is obvious), and the cover should also mention the 
special character of the issue, including its ‘book title’. It 
should also be clear, however, that the work is a journal 
issue; this implies that the issue should be printed in the 
same format as regular issues, with the journal title printed 
on the cover in the regular way. 

Two possible causes of confusion should be avoided. 
The regular editors should not be mentioned on the 
cover of a special issue that has a guest editor, even if the 
journal normally does so. There is, however, no objection 
to mentioning the regular editors at a place where no 
confusion can arise, e.g. on the inside cover where details 
of the journal are printed. Secondly, one should avoid the 

bibliographic confusion that may arise from a special issue 
that has a special title but no distinctly indicated guest 
editor, or that has a guest editor but no special title. 

A special issue should be a special issue indeed. This 
implies that it must be a complete issue, not half an issue. 
Sometimes a special issue is planned, and a guest editor 
charged to acquire specialist articles. Such a guest editor 
may be insufficiently aware of the problems she or he will 
meet, such as too few contributions of suitable quality 
within the time schedule set. This may result in a special 
issue which is so thin that the regular editors feel they 
should add some regular articles to obtain the minimum 
number of pages required for an issue. Because the special 
character of the special issue would thus get lost, the editors 
should decide between the following possibilities: (1) 
instead of publishing such a ‘halfspecial’ issue, publish the 
uncommonly thin special issue according to the original 
time schedule, (2) postpone publication of the special issue, 
or (3) stop the project completely. 

Such an approach is also to be preferred because 
confusion easily arises about editorial responsibility for the 
individual articles if articles are published in a special issue 
that also contains regular contributions. 

Numbering of volumes and issues 
It seems selfevident that each volume and each issue should 
have an unambiguous, understandable and logical number. 
In practice, however, volumes and issues are frequently 
provided with numbers that may lead to confusion or that 
– for no good reason – hamper the retrieval of articles for 
which not all data are known exactly. 

Numbering of volumes 
Most journals are published as volumes. Volume numbers 
should preferably be presented in the form of consecutive 
Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3, ...). Ideally there should be one 
volume per year, with each volume coinciding with one 
calendar year, even if so many issues are published that 
a complete volume cannot be bound into one book. A 
clear relationship between year of publication and volume 
number helps in tracing articles. 

Having two volumes with identical or seemingly 
identical numbers should be avoided at all times. Seemingly 
identical volume numbers may be present if a journal 
has editions A, B, etc.; an example is Geografiska Annaler 
with series A (Physical geography) and Series B (Human 
geography). In practice such letters are often neglected in 
references and even in databases (many databases cannot 
handle volume numbers that contain both numbers and 
letters), making articles from such editions difficult to 
access. Instead of letters added to the volume numbers it 
would be better to use truly different titles, such as done by, 
for instance, Nature (Nature, Nature Neuroscience, Nature 
Chemistry, Nature Geoscience, etc.) and PLOS (PLOS ONE, 
PLOS Medicine, PLOS Biology, etc.). 

For similar reasons it is important that volume numbers 
should not be missed out in a sequence of numbers. Some 
journals show hiatuses of several years (volume numbers), 
because they changed their title for a time and then changed 

back to the old title again, published with consecutive 
numbers. This should, obviously, be avoided. From a data 
storage/retrieval point of view it is strongly advisable to 
have a change of title (and thus of ISSN) accompanied by 
renewed volume numbering (starting with volume 1 again). 
Most publishers (especially learned societies), however, 
prefer continuous numbering usually because they think 
that high volume numbers give an impression of tradition, 
reliability, and high quality. 

This idea may also be behind the bad practice of many 
recent journals of a well-known science publisher. This 
publisher used to publish volumes of some 300 pages 
(often numerous volumes per year), divided over four 
issues. As a rule, two issues were published together so as 
to save postage costs. This is an unfortunate development 
as it contradicts the original purpose of issues: diminishing 
the time subscribers have to wait between the successive 
publications. Recently, this procedure of combining 
issues has taken reprehensible forms: sometimes volumes 
are combined without any reason. An example was the 
publication on 1 June 2012 of volumes 257–260 of the 
journal Sedimentary Geology; this 4-volume single ‘issue’ 
contained only 78 pages. It need not be mentioned that 
such practices should be avoided by any organization that 
wants information transfer to be clear and unambiguous.

Numbering of issues 
Volumes usually, but not always, consist of a number of 
issues. If the individual issues are large enough, or when 
they are published at irregular intervals, there is good 
reason to consider each of them as a volume, rather than 
as an issue, and to number them accordingly. If individual 
issues are small, there seems no good reason to consider 
them as volumes, with numbers that could easily become 
very large if the journal is published frequently. In such 
cases it seems more sensible to combine all issues published 
within a specific year into one volume. 

Individual issues forming part of a volume should 
clearly show not only to which volume they belong but also 
the number of the issue (for example, volume 56, number 
3). The issue number should be preferably in Arabic 
numerals, and should not follow or be followed by a letter. 
The number of pages within one issue is irrelevant, but the 
number of issues per volume should preferably be constant 
so that subscribers (including libraries) can easily deduce 
whether an issue is missing. 

As for volumes, there should be no hiatuses in issue 
numbers. Such hiatuses may occur when a special issue cannot 
be published in time and the following issue has already been 
printed. If the special issue, for whatever reason, fails to be 
published, a gap arises in the numbering. Publishing a regular 
issue later than its official predecessor is, obviously, also to be 
avoided. The lesson to be learnt is that issues should never be 
printed before the previous ones are ready. 

Year of publication 
Articles cannot be retrieved without problems if the year 
of publication is ambiguous. It is therefore essential that 
the year of publication is clearly indicated at all relevant 

places, that is, in the article, on the cover of the issue, and 
on the title page of the volume. This is another reason a 
volume should not cover two or more years (or parts of 
them). Retrievability of individual articles is theoretically 
not a problem if one volume contains articles published in 
different years, but in practice the accessibility of articles 
in such volumes is negatively influenced. It is also highly 
unattractive to have a title page for a bound volume with 
data such as ‘Volume 50, 2012 (p. 1–320), 2013 (p. 321–656)’. 

In the past, the problem of the publication year for 
volumes consisting of several issues has sometimes been 
solved by announcements such as ‘Volume 25, 2002/2003’. 
Even individual articles have been dated this way. Such an 
approach should be avoided, as it is obvious that an article 
can be published in only one specific year. In addition, 
most electronic databases cannot cope with more than one 
year of publication for volumes, issues, and articles. An 
individual issue (whether or not combined) should never 
cover two years either. Publishing a combined issue as, for 
instance, ‘Number 5/6 (October/December)’ should also 
be avoided, for the same reasons as for articles. 

A special problem is posed by issues or volumes that are 
published later than they should have been. Such a delay is 
not a problem from a documentalist’s point of view but it is 
a serious problem where priority is concerned (for example, 
in biological nomenclature). It is therefore advisable to 
indicate late publication by a clear statement, for instance 
as follows: ‘Volume 50, issue 4, December 2012 (published 
January 2013)’. This approach avoids the problem that 
would be posed by ‘Volume 50, issue 4, January 2013’ or 
‘Volume 50, issue 4, 2012/2013’. 

Numbering of pages 
Nothing seems simpler than page numbering. However, 
some journals follow a policy that makes it difficult to 
retrieve articles. The commonest problem is that some 
journals start page numbering from 1 in each issue, instead 
of continuing with consecutive page numbers. 

In reference lists – still an important source of literature 
for many researchers – the issue of a journal is commonly 
not indicated. The data ‘J. Johnson, vol. 52 (2003), p. 18–26’ 
indicate usually that the Johnson article is to be found 
near the beginning of volume 52. If it is, however, in issue 
number 12 (monthly issues) or 52 (weekly), it is to be found 
at the back of the volume. In addition, if one asks a librarian 
for a copy of volume 34, page 107 of a journal with issue-
related page numbering, it is impossible for the librarian to 
decide which page 107 is meant. Page numbering should 
therefore be continuous throughout all issues of a volume, 
including special issues.

In order to save costs, many journals put background or 
supplementary data (for example, appendices) online only, 
and simply refer to them in the print version. In such cases 
the online-only content must be clearly referenced with 
a URL and a title, for example, Brown 2013, Appendix A 
(online only, http://dx.doi.org/10.1234/JournalA12345).

Title page and list of contents 
Each issue of a journal should have a clear list of contents 
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so that those receiving the issue can rapidly and effectively 
find whether it includes articles of interest to them. A list of 
contents should be easy for the reader to find – commonly 
on the first page of the issue (or, in journals with front 
advertising, after the adverts). Sometimes they are placed on 
the front or back covers, but this is becoming increasingly 
uncommon (although in some disciplines it remains the 
standard). Many journals also include subheadings so that 
readers can easily find ‘book reviews’ or other sections of 
the journal. Some journals have a ‘title page’ followed (on 
the next right-hand page) by the contents. This is similar to 
books, but it is probably unnecessary in journals where the 
title page only duplicates the front cover. 

The requirements for a volume consisting of a number 
of issues that are bound together, for example, for use in a 
library, are completely different, because the list of contents 
then serves other objectives. People often remember that 
an interesting paper about subject X was published in 
Journal Y in 2011 or 2012, without remembering the 
precise name(s) of the author(s) or the title. In such cases, a 
proper list of contents facilitates retrieval of the document. 
A list of the complete contents of the entire volume should 
therefore be easily accessible. Many journals provide such 
a list at the end of the last issue of the volume. This is an 
acceptable solution, but bound volumes also need a title 
page. A separate section starting with a title page is therefore 
sometimes included with the last issue of a volume. The 
title page should mention at least the title of the journal, the 
volume number, the year of publication, and the editor(s). 
It should preferably also mention the characteristics of the 
individual issues (including titles of special issues and the 
names of the guest editors, if any), the first and last page 
numbers of the various issues, and their publication date. 
The title page should be followed by the list of contents, 
in order of publication. The section with the title page and 
the list of contents should preferably continue with one or 
more indexes. 

Indexes 
Good indexes greatly contribute to the retrievability 
of articles. Each volume should preferably contain two 
alphabetical indexes: one giving the authors’ names and 
one giving the main topics dealt with. 

The index of authors should mention the names of all 
the authors, the title of the article, and the page numbers. 
The second and any other author should be included in 
the list under his or her own name to facilitate tracing the 
works of a specific author. Such entries should be of the 
form ‘Johnson, J.: see Smith, S.’, with full details given under 
the first author’s name. 

The index of topics should preferably be based on the 
keywords provided with each article. Well-chosen key 
words are therefore important, particularly because they 
often serve as input for databases. 

The masthead
The masthead is a term used to denote the basic information 
about a journal. This information needs to be easy to locate 
and ideally presented in one place – often inside the front 

cover or on one of the first pages of the issue. Much of the 
information is important, but not crucial for everyone, so is 
often typeset in very small type so that all the information 
can be squeezed onto one page.

The masthead should include basic information from the 
aims and scope of the journal to the publication frequency 
and contact details. For example it may contain the following:
•	 full journal title (and subtitle or former title if relevant);
•	 ISSN;
•	 journal aims and scope;
•	 name/address of publisher;
•	 name and contact details of editor-in-chief and/or the 

editorial office;
•	 details of the owning organization or publisher;
•	 contact details for the other parts of the journal, for 

example the book reviews editor or the  advertising 
manager;

•	 list of editors / editorial board / editorial panel (ideally 
with their countries to show international or national 
coverage);

•	 frequency of publication (for example, ‘Published 
monthly’);

•	 subscription price (or, if an open access journal 
charging publication fees, then these);

•	 ordering (and claiming) information – contact address, 
etc;

•	 copyright notice;
•	 abstracting and indexing information;
•	 journal website.

It is worth noting that inclusion in indexing services is 
often seen by readers (and potential authors) as a sign of 
the journal’s quality; therefore, it is important to include 
them within the masthead (or elsewhere as appropriate). A 
regular check should be made at least once a year whether 
all the databases mentioned still cover the journal. 

Practice is often frightening 
The above suggestions for optimizing the effectiveness of 
volume and issue publishing may seem trivial, but practice 
shows that even the most logical rules are sometimes 
neglected. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to deal 
with practical examples, but strange mistakes can often be 
found, such as articles with a running head mentioning a 
year of publication that differs from the year mentioned 
in the abstract, or one issue with articles that show 
different years of publication. Surprisingly enough, even 
experienced editors, thorough learned societies, and 
renowned commercial publishers make mistakes of this 
kind that hamper the tracing of their journals as a whole 
and the tracing of the articles in these journals. 

Authors, editors, and publishers alike should do their 
best to prevent all the effort and money spent on research 
and development from being wasted because the written 
results cannot be traced. Editors often claim that they 
are the most thorough link in the chain of scientific 
information transfer. It therefore seems primarily their task 
to ensure that the presentation of journals is optimized. The 
suggestions and recommendations made here may help to 
prevent shortcomings. 
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