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From the editors’ desks

As Joan Marsh’s presidency draws to 
a close, we asked her to write about 
her experience and EASE activities: 
see “Six years at the helm: view from 
the bridge”, page 58. You might 
be surprised to learn how much 
EASE has done; we at the editorial 
board certainly are. I have recently 
been appointed Chief Editor: Joan 
introduced me to the ins and outs of 
the editorial process in the journal, 
invited authors to write, helped as a 
reviewer, and suggested topics to be 
covered. She is a person of enormous 
energy and enthusiasm, and I hope 
we shall continue to work on the 
journal together. Thank you, Joan, for 
all you have done for EASE and ESE.

There will be an election for the 
ordinary members of the Council at 
the AGM in Edinburgh. Members 
should have received ballot papers 
by email: if not, please contact the 
secretary. The list of nominees, with 
short biographies and their proposals, 
has been posted on our website (http://
www.ease.org.uk/about-us/council-
nominations-2015). We hope that 
many EASE members will attend the 
AGM and that some will attend the 
contemporaneous Research Waste/

Equator Conference, see page 84.
The EASE Council and Editorial 

Board have decided that from the 
beginning of 2015, all original articles in 
European Science Editing will be freely 
available from the time of publication. 
This should make research results more 
visible to readers around the world and 
attract more articles to the journal. We 
believe there is research on editing and 
science publishing that is not published 
in peer-reviewed journals but just 
released on company websites or in 
internal reports.  Does your publisher 
or journal conduct research?  If so, 
would it make a suitable article for ESE?  
On page 61, Lisa Colledge and Chris 
James describe a recent Elsevier survey 
about usage metrics from the author’s 
perspective.

We also welcome suggestions for our 
regular sections. Which websites should 
we review, or whose life in editing would 
you like to read about?  In this issue, we 
profile the legendary Richard Horton 
(page 78). Would you like to interview 
a leading editor, in your country or 
elsewhere, and write their profile?  Let 
us know. We hope you enjoy the read.

Ksenija Baždarić
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Editorial

At the end of September, my term as President of EASE 
will come to an end and I will hand over to Ana Marušić, 
so it seems appropriate to look back at what EASE has 
accomplished during that time. When I was elected at the 
AGM in Pisa, Italy in 2009, EASE was adjusting to being a 
smaller, leaner association with a membership of about 550 
after the glory years in the late 1990s when we were eagerly 
anticipating surpassing 1000 members. Successive financial 
crises have taken their toll and numbers have declined slowly, 
despite many new members joining each year: however, 
through rigorous cost control and careful management, EASE 
now breaks even financially. Even more encouraging is that  
EASE is more active than ever and I am proud to recount our 
key achievements.  

“Welcome to Tallinn University of Technology!”

Our most high-profile activity is the EASE conference, 
which used to be held every three years. After the success of 
the Tallinn conference in 2012, hosted by Tallinn University 
of Technology, Estonia through MareAnne Laane, it was 
decided to move to a two-year cycle. This has created more 
work for Council members, all of whom are volunteers, and 
for our secretary.  I have been fortunate to have enjoyed the 
support of four excellent secretaries: Sheila Evered, Samantha 
Contarini, Mary Hodgson and Tina Wheeler. I am sure that 
Dalibora Behmen, who was responsible for the smooth 
running of the Split conference in Croatia, will continue this 
tradition. We also revised the format of the conferences to 
accommodate our members’ preferences.  Gone are the days 
when delegates wanted a free afternoon in the middle of the 
conference to take a walking tour around the host city: the 
core conference is now concentrated over 48 hours, with 

optional workshops before and after. Rod Hunt, who has 
been an excellent treasurer throughout my term, has created 
a protocol for bids and a budget template, which facilitate 
the choice of venue and the planning and help to keep the 
price affordable for delegates. The Tallinn conference was 
our first in several years to make a small profit and the Split 
conference in 2014, superbly hosted by Ana Marušić at the 
School of Medicine, did even better. This is essential as our 
reduced membership subscription income barely covers our 
costs, so we need the additional revenue to invest in new 
activities. We have upgraded our membership database and 
our website, although technological developments mean that 
more could be done here.

At the start of  my Presidency, we launched EASE accounts 
on Twitter, LinkedIn and Facebook, which are all now 
important ways of reaching editors beyond our membership.  
We also have Wikipedia pages for both the association and 
the journal, some in multiple languages. Communication 
is a perennial challenge for academic societies: we have the 
technological means, but how to ensure that our messages are 
read?  Should we worry about engaging the silent majority or 
just look forward to seeing them every two years?

As well as being educational and networking events, EASE 
conferences are a good way of strengthening our ties with 
similar associations, such as the International Society for 
Managing and Technical Editors (ISMTE), the International 
Association of Veterinary Editors, Mediterannean Editors 
and Translators and the International Society of Addiction 
Journal Editors. We all share core aims, with slightly different 
target audiences and priorities, so it makes sense that we 
collaborate as much as possible to provide the best service to 
all science editors. Asia is known as an area of rapid scientific 
development and this is mirrored by increased activity of 
editors’ organisations throughout the region. EASE has 
established good relations with several of these, such as the 
Korean Council of Science Editors, who regularly attend our 
meetings and have hosted us in return, and the Asia-Pacific 
Association of Medical Editors. EASE is supporting both 
the newly formed Council of Asian Science Editors and the 
Asian Council of Science Editors.  

Joan with Anthony Watkinson at the 2013 joint meeting 
with ISMTE, Blankenberge, Belgium 

Six years at the helm: view from the bridge

Nearer home, in 2013, EASE collaborated with ISMTE 
to organise a meeting in Blankenberge, Belgium, with 
Chris Sterken proving an excellent local organiser. The two 
associations continue to work together, the latest activity 
concerning the correct use of the journal impact factor 
– watch this space. We held a session on ‘Misconduct in 
science communication and the role of editors as science 
gatekeepers’ in the Careers Programme of the EuroScience 
Open Forum 2010, in Turin (Italy). Also in 2010,  Shirin 
Heidari organised a workshop entitled ‘Scientific integrity 
and ethical issues in publishing in the field of HIV and 
AIDS’ at the World AIDS Congress in Vienna. EASE has 
also been represented at the Gender Summit in Brussels 
(2011), ISMTE in London (2014), the World Congress on 
Research Integrity in Brazil (2015), and the Royal Society 
in London (2105). This is a great way to bring the work 
of editors to the attention of our core audience, research 
scientists, and is another opportunity that EASE should 
explore more in the future.

One major landmark during my term was the 30th 
anniversary of EASE which we celebrated in Tallinn with 
a birthday cake at the reception in the Town Hall. The 
year was marked with a special logo and the publication of 
several articles on the history of EASE, as well as interviews 
with some of our honorary life members. My thanks to 
Sylwia Ufnalska and Alison Clayson who organised the 
anniversary events. Behind the scenes, the EASE archives 
have been curated by Maeve O’Connor, to facilitate storage 
and ease of access. Maeve was the person who introduced 
me to EASE, both figuratively and literally – at the departure 
gate in Gatwick Airport when we were travelling to my first 
EASE conference in Basel, Switzerland, in 1989.  Maeve was 
Secretary and knew everyone: little did I know where those 
introductions would lead me.

The cake celebrating EASE’ 30th anniversary, provided by 
the late Waleria Młyniec 

European Science Editing has continued to develop as a 
peer-reviewed journal under the guidance of three editors: 
Moira Johnson, Armen Gasparyan and now Ksenija 
Baždarić. The Publications Committee was restructured 
and renamed the Editorial Board, with responsibility for the 
website and the Science Editors’ Handbook being transferred 
to the Council. Under Armen Gasparyan, an International 
Advisory Board was appointed to help raise the profile of the 
journal among the academic community.  The past few years 
have seen two new journals launched in this field – Science 

Editing from KCSE and Research Integrity and Peer Review 
from BioMedCentral – joining Science Editor and Learned 
Publishing. As with the associations, each has a slightly 
different remit and audience, but there is considerable 
overlap and we need to invest in European Science Editing to 
ensure that it attracts some of the best research in this field. 
To help with this, original articles are now freely available 
from the time of publication: other articles continue to be 
reserved for members for the first six months. Through 
Research4Life, our journal is readily accessible to editors in 
low-income countries throughout the world.

In 2010 we published the EASE Guidelines for Authors 
and Translators, developed by Sylwia Ufnalska, who has 
shown great vision in identifying a need for simple advice for 
authors not accustomed to publishing in English language 
journals. The guidelines are now translated into 22 languages 
and Sylwia and her team update them annually. Two years 
later, we launched the EASE Author Toolkit which provides 
resources for authors and for editors working with authors.  
The aim is to link to existing resources where possible 
rather than to recreate materials. This year, we added the 
EASE Toolkit for Journal Editors, again managed by Sylwia 
Ufnalska, who has developed the Golden Rules for Scholarly 
Journal Editors, a Publication Ethics Checklist and a simple, 
easy-to-use form for authors’ contributions and conflict 
of interest statements. All of these help editors around the 
world to implement best practice.

The Science Editors’ Handbook Second Edition was 
launched at the Blankenberge conference in 2013 ‘to critical 
acclaim’ and sells steadily. EASE appreciates the contributions 
of all the authors, particularly Pippa Smart, whose enthusiasm 
and organisational skills brought the project to fruition. As a 
new initiative, we licensed the content to the Korean Council 
of Science Editors to print locally in Korea for use in training 
courses there.  

At the 2012 AGM, EASE launched a programme of 
regional chapters to facilitate interaction among editors 
within countries or groups of countries. Each chapter has  
its own page on the EASE website to present information 
on local events, training and funding opportunities. Each 
chapter is self supporting as no central funding is available. 
Chapters have been established in Russia, led by Sergey Gorin, 
in Croatia, led by Ana Marušić, and in Italy, led by Paola de 
Castro. A Mexican chapter has been established through 
collaboration with AMERBAC. This has proven to be very 
active, sending several members to EASE conferences and 
through María del Carmen Ruíz Alcocer providing Spanish 
translations of abstracts of ESE original articles and essays 
which are freely available on the EASE website. Maria is also 
translating The Science Editors’ Handbook Second Edition 
into Spanish. This is another excellent example of how EASE 
can collaborate with editors beyond Europe and help to 
improve the standards of science editing around the world.

Another initiative that began in 2012 was the Gender 
Policy Committee, chaired by Shirin Heidari and Tom Babor.  
They have conducted research and organised sessions at 
conferences and have now completed recommendations for 
sex and gender considerations in research reporting under 
the name of Sex And Gender Equity in Research (SAGER) 
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taken a pragmatic approach, endorsing  
existing activities.  We are grateful that 
Elisabeth Heseltine and Pippa Smart 
have run their courses on science writing 
and being a successful journal editor, 
respectively, on behalf of EASE in various 
places, from Poland to Dubai and South 
Korea. Paola De Castro has been tireless in 
conducting workshops in Europe, Africa 
and Latin America, while others who have 
regularly organised seminars include Reme 
Meleros, Sylwia Ufnalska,  Eva Baranyiová 
and Ana Marušić. 

EASE has contributed to various research 
projects into aspects of scientific publishing 
and the more general development and 
dissemination of information about 
scientific research. Ably represented by 
Arjan Polderman, we have been a partner 
in the recently completed sTANDEM 
project (Standardising English for Medical 
Purposes).  Through Chris Sterken,  EASE 
has a seat on the Board of Atomium 
Culture, which is an inter-sectorial 
platform promoting knowledge sharing 
on issues regarding the development of a 
European knowledge society. Ana Marušić 
represents EASE in a COST action on 
peer review, which will consider the role 

of scientific journals in research integrity and its breaches, 
and on a new project, Higher Education Institutions and 
Responsible Research and Innovation.

So we have achieved much over the past six years, through 
the efforts of many members, and I am very grateful for the 
support I have received throughout my terms as President.  
Most importantly, as well as all the initiatives, projects and 
proposals, EASE has continued to serve as a medium for 

social networking (the real, in 
person type), typified by the 
French members’ luncheons 
organised by Alison Clayson 
that I was priveleged to 
attend once. I look forward 
to meeting as many members 
as possible, old and new, in 
Strasbourg next June.

Joan Marsh
EASE President 2009-2015

guidelines, which should be published later 
this year. The guidelines were presented 
at the 6th World Congress on Women’s 
Mental Health in Tokyo in March 2015 and 
again we are looking to collaborate with 
scientists in various disciplines to promote 
the dissemination of this work. 

In September 2015, EASE convened a 
strategy group to assess how best to take the 
association forwards over the next decade. 
The group, led by Pippa Smart, concluded 
that EASE needs to strengthen its mission 
statement and activities and improve its 
communication with both new and existing 
members. Three areas were identified where 
EASE could play a leading role: advocacy, 
certification/training  and research. We 
have been active in all three areas, but our 
activities have been fragmented and the 
challenge is to coordinate and optimise our 
efforts to achieve the best effect. 

Advocacy is an area where EASE has 
contributed to many initiatives, without 
earning the recognition we deserve. When 
the San Francisco Declaration on Research 
Assessment was circulated in late 2012, 
we pointed out that EASE had published a 
Statement on Inappropriate Use of Impact 
Factors in 2007 but this was still not inclu-
ded in the reference list of the final Declaration. EASE 
endorsed the Declaration and we have formally supported 
the AllTrials campaign, the Lyon declaration (an advo-
cacy document that will be used to influence the content 
of the United Nations post-2015 development agenda) and 
HIFA2015: A global campaign: Healthcare Information For 
All by 2015. Paola De Castro, with several other EASE mem-
bers, is working on the Bioresource research impact factor 
initiative towards the crea-
tion of a standard guideline 
for citation of bioresources. 
EASE has also submitted 
comments to the Internatio-
nal Standards Organization 
and to the National Informa-
tion Standards Organization 
regarding their White paper 
on altmetrics.

With regards to training, 
in the past few years we have 

Joan with Reme Melero after the 
conference in Tallinn, Estonia

Joan with her science mentor 
and friend, Tim Hunt, and Eva 

Baranyiová in Split, Croatia

Networking French-style: luncheon in Paris 

With thanks to Eva Baranyiová for the photos

Abstract
Aim: To survey opinion of the assertion that useful metric-
based input requires a “basket of metrics” to allow more 
varied and nuanced insights into merit than is possible by 
using one metric alone.

Methods: A poll was conducted to survey opinions 
(N=204; average response rate=61%) within the international 
research community on using usage metrics in merit systems.  

Results: “Research is best quantified using multiple 
criteria” was selected by most (40%) respondents as 
the reason that usage metrics are valuable, and 95% of 
respondents indicated that they would be likely or very 
likely to use usage metrics in their assessments of research 
merit, if they had access to them. There was a similar degree 
of preference for simple and sophisticated usage metrics 
confirming that one size does not fit all, and that a one-
metric approach to merit is insufficient. 

Conclusion: This survey demonstrates a clear willingness 
and a real appetite to use a “basket of metrics” to broaden 
the ways in which research merit can be detected and 
demonstrated.

Keywords
Metrics, research assessment, impact factor, journal metrics, 
basket of metrics 

Introduction 
A group of publishers, editors and editorial organizations 
of scholarly journals, including EASE, state at the outset 
of The San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment 
(DORA)1 that, “There is a pressing need to improve the 
ways in which the output of scientific research is evaluated 
by funding agencies, academic institutions, and other 
parties”. They go on to note that, “The Journal Impact 
Factor is frequently used as the primary parameter with 
which to compare the scientific output of individuals and 
institutions”, which is a misuse of the original intention of 
the journal-level calculation.  

The impact factor was first postulated in 19552 as a means 
to assist librarians in collection management. It is a useful 
metric in this regard but has since been used for purposes 
for which it is not suitable, for example as the primary 
means “to assess an individual scientist’s contributions, 
or in hiring, promotion, or funding decisions”1. It is not 
inherently incorrect to derive a measure of an article’s 
or a researcher’s performance based on where they are 
published; editors are recognised experts and their decision 
to publish an article in a journal associated with their own 
academic standing rightly lends credence to that article 
and its authors. The problems derive from assuming that 
the actual merit of an article and its authors equates to the 

impact factor of the journal in which it is published3. There 
are many instances of well-cited articles in journals with 
low impact factors, and uncited articles in journals with 
high impact factors. 

Editors want their journals to be excellent, but what 
is considered “excellent” varies. Editors of international 
journals will find it important that their contributors are 
globally distributed, whereas editors of applied journals 
may focus on securing articles and readers from the 
corporate as well as academic sector. Journal excellence is 
multi-faceted and cannot be captured by any single metric. 
Useful metric-based input requires a “basket of metrics” to 
allow more varied and nuanced insights into performance 
than is possible by using the impact factor, or any one 
metric, alone6. Figure 1 illustrates a vision of the basket of 
metrics for journals, that encompasses the:
•	 Community that contributes to its content, that is, its 

editor(s), board and authors. A journal could promote 
their geographical and sector spread, and might 
also showcase metrics about their performance as 
individuals such as the h-index.

•	 Counts and characteristics of contributions. It may 
be important to focus on particular types of outputs, 
such as conference proceedings, raw research data 
or medical guidelines, or on the funders that have 
supported the published research. 

•	 Consumption of content. A journal can be well cited, 
and citation-based measures such as impact factor, 
source-normalized impact per paper (SNIP)7 and 
SCImago journal rank (SJR)8 will remain important. 
There is also interest in metrics that provide a more 
immediate measure, and the inclusion of usage metrics 
in the “basket” can address this. Furthermore, if a 
journal’s content is targeted at an international audience 
that is distributed across multiple sectors – corporate, 
government, and health as well as academic – then this 
should be apparent.

•	 Esteem: a journal’s academic authority and reputation. 
Altmetrics draw on the referencing and conversations 
in scholarly tools, such as Mendeley and CiteULike.

•	 Impact outside the academic world. Journals that 
attract and publish content that leads to improvements 
in quality of life are recognised by media coverage and 
mentions in policy documents, for instance.

Journal performance also reflects the individual articles, 
and the researchers—authors, readers, reviews, and editors 
—associated with them. The basket accommodates this by 
offering metrics that apply to multiple entities, and not only 
to journals. For example, the metrics could be calculated 
for sets of related journals, or pieces of a journal such as a 

A “basket of metrics”—the best support for understanding journal merit

Lisa Colledge, Chris James
Elsevier, Amsterdam, The Netherlands;  l.colledge@elsevier.com

Original articles
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thematic section, case studies or proceedings content. They 
could even be calculated for sets of articles that a reader 
has collected from several different journals — a personal 
“virtual special issue”.

There is no single correct way to apply this basket to a 
journal. A major benefit of this approach is that different 
journals can apply it in different ways, and any one journal 
might use it variously in different situations; for instance, 
editors of an arts and humanities journal and a chemistry 
journal may well have different preferences. 

This article reports on the reaction of the international 
research community to metrics based on usage data. Usage 
data are created when a user makes a request to an online 
service to view scholarly information. Elsevier has recently 
started to implement usage metrics in merit tools such as 
My Research Dashboard and SciVal9. We have previously 
published examples of how usage metrics help to build a 
comprehensive understanding of performance10. Usage 
metrics are particularly interesting because:

1. Research excellence comes in many shapes and forms.
2. Research is complex and is best quantified by 

multiple criteria. 
3. Usage is one of the earliest indicators of interest in 

research.
4. Non-publishing, and hence non-citing or cited, users 

are estimated to constitute one-third of the research 
community11. This group includes undergraduate 
and graduate students, as well as researchers in 
the corporate sector. In effect, their engagement is 
hidden from citation data, but usage data make their 
interests visible.

5. Research may not be published with the intention of 

being cited. For example, clinical research is aimed 
at practitioners working with patients, who tend not 
to publish themselves but who read voraciously. 

This article shares the results of a poll to survey opinions 
about using usage metrics alongside output and citation 
metrics in merit systems12. 

Methods
A webinar, entitled, “See the bigger picture with usage 
metrics”, was held on 25 March 20159. An invitation was 
emailed directly to a mailing list of over 50 000 researchers, 
librarians, senior management and faculty members 
globally, including subscribers to Elsevier’s Research Trends 
newsletter and attendees of previous Elsevier research 
intelligence webinars. The seminar was also advertised 
on Elsevier.com and promoted on social media, and was 
free to anyone who wished to register, including Elsevier 
staff; responses by Elsevier staff have been removed in the 
statistics reported in this article.

204 participants joined from all over the world; the best-
represented countries were the United States (N=53; 26 
%), United Kingdom (N=27; 13%), the Russian Federation 
(N=24; 12%), Italy (N=16; 8%) and Canada (N=14; 7%). 
Attendees were asked to state their positions, and these 
ranged from visiting professors to vice-deans and librarians 
to research development coordinators.

The webinar was based on our article giving practical 
examples of the benefits of using usage metrics10. The 
survey was composed of five questions that were distributed 
throughout the webinar9, and to which respondents could 
select from pre-defined options. Responses were recorded 
by the webinar software. The questions were:

Figure 1: A “basket of metrics” for understanding journal performance. 

•	 Question 1a: How often do you use usage metrics? 
Response options are shown in Figure 2.

•	 Question 1b: For those of you that said that you used 
usage metrics never or infrequently, why? Response 
options are shown in Figure 3.

•	 Question 2: Which of these statements is the most 
important reason for you to use usage metrics? 
The five response options have previously been 
published10.

•	 Question 3: Which usage metric would be most useful 
to you? The options had been previously explained as 
follows:

•	 Views Count calculates the total views that an 
entity has received.

•	 Views per Publication corrects for differing article 
outputs of entities. It divides Views Count by the 
metric Scholarly Output.

•	 Field-Weighted Views Impact corrects for the 
different levels of activity that can be associated 
with articles in distinct disciplines, of different 
types, and published at varying times. If this metric 
is 1, viewing activity is average compared to similar 
outputs globally; if it is more than 1 then the count 
of views is above average; and below 1 indicates a 
below average count of views. 

•	 Question 4: If you had access to them, how likely 
would you be to include usage metrics in your 
evaluation of research? Respondents could select from 
“not likely”, “likely” or “very likely”.

Results 
Out of 204 external participants, between 122 and 129 
(response rate 60%-63%) responded, depending on the 
question.  

The frequency of metrics usage is shown in Figure 2. 
129 (63%) external participants responded to the question, 
“How often do you currently use usage metrics?” More 
than one third (N=45; 34%) of respondents reported using 
them monthly or even weekly, and more than one fifth 
(30, 23%) never used them. Those who selected “never” 
or “infrequently” were asked to select a reason for this, 
and Figure 3 shows that the most common obstacles were 
lack of access (N=21; 46%) or lack of 
awareness (N=19; 41%). 

125 (61%) external participants 
responded to the question, “Which of 
these statements is the most important 
reason for you to use usage metrics?” 
“Research is best quantified using 
multiple criteria” was selected by most 
(N=50; 40%) respondents, followed by: 
“publications may be used (viewed) 
but not cited” (N=24; 19%); “reflects 
the engagement of the entire research 
and student community” (N=21; 
17%); “viewing is an early indication 
of interest” (N=16; 13%); and “research 
excellence comes in many shapes and 
forms” (N=14; 11%). We also asked 

respondents to rate their second and third most important 
reasons, and opinion was equally divided across the five 
options (results not shown).

122 (60%) external participants responded to the 
question, “Which usage metric would be most useful 
to you?” Figure 4 shows that almost half (N=60; 49%) of 
respondents selected Field-Weighted Views Impact as 
the most useful usage metric available, with over a third 
(N=43; 35%) selecting Views per Publication and a sixth 
(N=19;16%) selecting Views Count.

At the end of the presentation, 123 (60%) external 
participants responded to the question, “If you had access 
to them, how likely would you be to include usage metrics 
in your evaluation of research?” The majority (N=117; 95%) 
of respondents indicated that they would be likely (N=63; 
51%) or very likely (N=54; 44%) to use usage metrics in 
their assessments of research merit, if they had access to 
them (results not shown). 

Discussion
The availability of usage metrics to benchmark research 
is relatively novel. Respondents who said that they 
infrequently or never used usage metrics were offered a 
range of options as to why, drawn from common concerns 
that we have heard anecdotally and during user testing. Only 
1 respondent (2%) selected ease of manipulation (Figure 3); 
this was surprising since usage data are often perceived as 
relatively easy to manipulate, despite the clear guidelines of 
the industry standard COUNTER (Counting Online Usage 
of NeTworked Electronic Resources) which aim to reduce 
this undesirable practice13.

Field-Weighted Views Impact was selected by 49% 
of respondents as the most valuable usage metric, in line 
with the popularity of its citation-based equivalent, Field-
Weighted Citation Impact (data from SciVal; not shown). 
User feedback indicates that these weighted metrics are 
seen as convenient in that they inherently compensate 
for differences between: behaviour of researchers working 
in distinct disciplines; modes of consumption of various 
article-types such as original research articles versus case 
studies; and awareness and uptake of outputs with different 
years of publication. 

Figure 2: Current usage of usage metrics (N=129; 63%).
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Fifty one percent of respondents selected one of the more 
mathematically simple metrics as the most useful to them: 
Views Count and Views per Publication were selected by 16% 
and 35% of respondents, respectively.  This may be because 
weighted metrics, like all metrics, also have weaknesses: 
the weightings complicate the method, making them more 
difficult to validate, and their relative value does not convey 
an impression of absolute magnitude. The similar degree of 
preference for simple and sophisticated (weighted) metrics 
is confirmation that a one-metric approach to merit is 
insufficient. A basket of metrics approach offers each user 
a choice of a primary metric that reflects their particular 
interest, while encouraging awareness and use of additional 
measures that reflect different needs.  

A measure of an article’s or a researcher’s performance 
can be derived from where they are published, but problems 
arise from assuming that the actual merit of an article and 
its authors equates to the merit, most often the Impact 
Factor, of the journal in which it is published3. Such misuse 
of the Impact Factor has led to two common criticisms of 
research metrics, and unfortunately often used as a reason to 
advocate ignoring them completely.  Firstly, any metric can 
be used inappropriately, which drives undesirable outcomes. 
Researchers have been shown to change 
their behaviour in response to the 
main evaluation criteria applied by the 
UKs national assessment exercise, for 
example by “salami slicing” to increase 
their output when article counts 
were used as the principal metric of 
evaluation4. Secondly, metrics can be 
manipulated; the construction of the 
Impact Factor makes it especially open 
to abuse5. 

There is best practice, however, that 
addresses the common concerns of 
using research metrics, and promotes 
their appropriate use in understanding 
performance. With a little common 
sense, the research community can 

benefit from the responsible use of 
research metrics to contribute to the 
understanding of not only journal, but 
also article and researcher merit, and 
indeed the merit of any entity6:
•	 All merit systems should be based 
on multiple types of measurement and 
never on one alone. Research metrics are 
an essential part of any merit system, but 
are insufficient on their own, regardless 
of how sophisticated the metrics system 
is. It would be foolish for a journal editor 
to decide whether to accept a submission 
based only on metrics about its topicality 
or the past performance of its author(s), 
for instance, although these could be 
useful when used together with the 
editor’s judgement and experience. This 
approach makes it much more difficult for 

any type of assessment to be abused – if metrics are being 
manipulated it would be apparent from the qualitative 
assessment, and vice versa.

•	 The metrics-based aspect of understanding merit 
must always, without exception, draw on at least two 
types of measurement from a “basket of metrics”. 
Every metric has weaknesses, but employing 
multiple metrics enables them to be complemented 
by the strengths of others. This approach also makes 
manipulation more difficult, and therefore less likely. 
There is not, and will never be, one single metric that 
encompasses all aspects of excellent performance, 
no matter how well or carefully designed. Trying 
to reduce excellent performance to one metric will 
almost certainly drive unbalanced, undesirable 
behaviour as those being evaluated optimise their 
performance according to that metric. But how can 
researchers optimise across three or five different 
metrics, except by doing genuinely better research? 

These best practices ensure that no single approach or 
metric fully carries the load, so that a merit system does not 
have a single point of failure. Rather, the system has built-in 
redundancy and stability, and offers multiple viewpoints. 

Figure 3: Reasons for not yet using usage metrics, for those who responded that 
they “never” or “infrequently” use them (N=49; 24%). 

Figure 4: Most useful usage metric (N=122; 60%). 

The main driver selected in the survey for using usage 
metrics was that research excellence is a multi-faceted 
phenomenon that is best quantified using multiple criteria. 
This was selected by 40% of respondents and, together 
with the strong support indicated by 95% of respondents 
for incorporating usage metrics in understanding research 
performance, demonstrates a clear willingness and a 
real appetite to use a “basket of metrics” to broaden the 
ways in which research excellence can be detected and 
demonstrated. Indeed, industry articles call for the use of 
a broad range of criteria when assessing researchers’ track 
records and when considering which research to publish14.

Members of the research community often seem to feel 
that the approach to measuring research merit is outside 
their influence and that there is little point speaking up. The 
Snowball Metrics initiative15, in which research institutions 
agree on a consistent message and speak with one voice 
to influence the way that institutional performance is 
measured by suppliers and funders, has proved that change 
can come from within. The community can change the 
status quo by supporting and using the basket of metrics in 
understanding and communicating the performance of not 
only journals, but also of articles, and researchers.

The results in this report have previously been presented by 
the authors on their website. Elsevier Connect, posted May 
2015. Available from: http://www.elsevier.com/connect/
how-you-are-using-usage-data-to-measure-research-
impact-or-whats-stopping-you
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Abstract
This article is the outcome of my experience as an active 
author, reviewer, and editorial board member of a few 
journals, especially related to five years of editing a small, 
local, Indian biomedical journal, namely the Andhra 
Pradesh Journal of Psychological Medicine. 

Keywords
India; biomedical journals; editing; editors 

The editors of Indian biomedical journals, like most 
academic editors, are busy people with various roles and 
responsibilities. They are busy clinicians, managing around 
a hundred patients a day (Table 1). Physicians in private 
practice have no administrative support, whereas those in 
an academic setting have teaching responsibilities.  Hence, 
when I talk about an Indian editor, we need to imagine 
a physician with clinical, academic, research and other 
responsibilities. Editorial work has to be done in addition to 
these tasks in their ‘spare time’.  

Table 1. Indian population and journals: statistics 

Population MCI* registered 
allopathic 

doctors

Doctor-
patient 

ratio

IndMed 
indexed 
journals

1210.2 
million1

918,889 0.7 / 1000 100

 *MCI=Medical Council of India

Databases 
In India, there is not much awareness of organisations 
concerning science publishing, such as the International 
Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE), the 
Committee of Publication Ethics (COPE), the European 
Association of Science Editors (EASE) or their guidelines, 
like the Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials 
(CONSORT statement)5.  

Indian researchers make significant contributions to 
scientific knowledge but this is not properly compiled 
and disseminated. To the best of my knowledge, except 
for IndMED/MedIND, no other Indian database indexes 
journals. Unfortunately, many high-ranking Indian journals 
that are indexed in PubMed or other databases are not 
indexed in IndMed.  The Indian Citation Index evaluates 
indigenous journals and tracks the citations of manuscripts6. 
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Editor-related issues 
Editing an Indian journal is a herculean task, and our 
editors mostly do a good job within the available resources. 
While a few prestigious journals, such as the Indian 
Journal of Medical Research, the Journal of Indian Medical 
Association, and the Indian Journal of Psychiatry have been 
publishing good quality research, until recently, not many 
people understood the need to publish research from India 
and therefore there has been little for Indian journals to 
publish. Table 2 shows the SCImago journal and country 
rank of some Asian countries. 

Table 2. SCImago Journal & Country Rank: Country 
rankings7 

Subject area: Medicine, Region: Asiatic, Year: 2013 

Ra
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 p
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H
 in

de
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1 China 58699 55695 22796 6599 0.39 243

2 Japan 37425 33555 16991 3565 0.45 430

3 India 22947 19179 6012 1525 0.26 194

4 South 
Korea 17860 16354 7653 1379 0.43 214

5 Taiwan 9450 8503 4354 754 0.46 215

6 Singa-
pore 3749 3341 2724 306 0.73 186

7 Hong 
Kong 3340 3000 2694 375 0.81 225

8 Malaysia 3093 2893 1187 268 0.38 94

9 Thailand 2945 2675 1546 236 0.52 154

10 Pakistan 2822 2594 745 154 0.26 92

Reproduced with permission from Scopus (Elsevier)

There is now increased awareness since the Medical 
Council of India has made publication mandatory for 
career advancement;  hence, faculty members are looking 
for journals to which to send their papers. This has led to 
every college and university wanting to start a journal. I 
believe “There is a need to improve the quality of existing 
journals, rather than starting new ones8”. If we focus on the 
new ones, the quality of all is bound to suffer. 

Most Indian journals are owned by learned societies, 
and their editors are elected, which is not the best process9. 
Such editors may be in office for a brief period of only two 

Essays to three years; by the time they understand the complexities, 
their term ends. For others, the editor position is just another 
addition to their curriculum vitae and they hardly contribute 
to the journal9. Sathyanarayana and Sharma9, enumerate 
problems associated with publishing in India (Table 3). 

Table 3. Some common problems encountered in scientific 
publishing in India9

Journals Editors

•	 Not on time
•	 Poor accessibility & 

coverage
•	 Poor technical editing
•	 Inferior quality of 

content
•	 No checking of authen-

ticity
•	 Bias in sample selection
•	 No novelty in most cases
•	 Study design not clear
•	 Authorship
•	 Ethics
•	 References not checked

•	 Flawed/biased peer 
review 

•	 No check on simultane-
ous duplicate submission 

•	 Poor statistics  
•	 No systems of data 

sharing 
•	 Checks on plagiarism/

duplicate publication 
•	 Poor scientific editing  
•	 Authorship/contributor-

ship issues 
•	 Conflicts of interest 

(COI) not declared 
•	 Industry sponsored 

research/Financial COI 
•	 Registration of clinical 

trials 
•	 No co-ordination among 

other journals 
•	 Unprofessional 

Table reproduced with permission from the Indian Journal 
of Medical Research August 2010, Vol 132, pages 119-122, 
Satyanarayana and Sharma, copyright IJMR

Financial constraints of Indian editors 
Indian medical editors work under severe financial 
constraints. I consider this the most important barrier 
to improving editorial standards. Until recently, Indian 
societies were not really willing to invest funds in 
improving the quality of their journals. The editor had 
to rely on sponsorship from pharmaceutical companies 
(provided through the society in a transparent manner) 
as per local regulations10, which would usually only cover 
the printing costs of the journal. Other sources include 
society’s funds and journal subscription fees. A sponsor 
should have no influence on the editorial decisions.  The 
editor is guided only by the quality of the manuscript, the 
journal policy, the reviewers and the editorial board. Indian 
journals have been mostly publishing academic research, 
rather than research funded by pharmaceutical companies. 
As Satyanarayana and Sharma wrote, “Conflict of interest 
(COI) has understandably been receiving the attention 
of editors in the west primarily due to the publication of 
clinical trials with pharma industry funding… As of now it 
is not yet a serious enough problem in India”9.

Editors and editorial board members have to declare 
any conflict of interest. The editor declares to the society 
the “amount, nature and extent” of any support received. 
My  journal, the Andhra Pradesh Journal of Psychological 
Medicine, states “The appearance of advertising...does not 
constitute an endorsement...by the journal”. 

Author-related issues
Indian authors who lack experience in publishing are at 
risk from predatory journals with the word ‘international’ 
in their title. Many Indian researchers may not be aware 
of what constitutes a good journal. For them, PubMed 
indexing and the impact factor are the most important 
criteria. Many are not aware of other databases such as 
Scopus, Embase, and PsychInfo. The phrase “indexed 
journal” itself is not clear11.

A positive point regarding most Indian medical journals 
is that the authors need not pay article submission and 
processing fees. Also, most Indian medical journals make 
their articles freely available on publication, without the 
need for the author to pay an open access fee. This is very 
important because most Indian researchers cannot afford 
such fees. 

Author-related problems encountered by me as 
the editor of Andhra Pradesh Journal of Psychological 
Medicine
These problems are based on my experiences and are not 
specific to Indian authors, because my journal receives 
submissions from foreign researchers also.

Covering letter and misuse of peer review
My major task as an editor was to educate authors regarding 
publication ethics. One example is the content of the 
covering letter, which clearly states several points and is 
signed by the authors. However, it appears that authors may 
not read this properly and submit it without understanding 
what they have signed. 

Case study
My journal requires authors to furnish the following 
undertaking: “I understand that the manuscript once 
submitted cannot be withdrawn under any circumstance 
unless considered unsuitable for publication by the 
editor”.  A novel review paper was submitted. The peer 
reviewers gave excellent comments and I requested the 
author for a revision. The author withdrew his paper 
in spite of me reiterating that my journal guidelines do 
not allow this. My guess is that the author was going 
to use the peer reviewers’ suggestions to improve 
the manuscript then  submit it to a high-ranking 
prestigious journal. In the last issue of my journal, of 29 
manuscripts submitted, five (17.2 %) were withdrawn 
at various stages. How can an editor force authors to 
submit a revised manuscript? Submission fees might 
be one way. I will request COPE for guidance as this is 
wastage of resources. 
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Acknowledgements
Acknowledging others in a manuscript12 increases the 
validity of work with more likelihood of being helped in 
future. I noticed authors leaving this section blank; when 
encouraged, they subsequently mentioned the names and 
the nature of their help12. The editors should check that 
authors acknowledge people who helped them in their 
research by asking them to complete this section when no 
information is provided. 

Editors’ responsibilties

Communicating rejection  
Editors, particularly of small, local journals, have 
a responsibility to educate authors. If they reject a 
manuscript, they should succinctly communicate the 
reason.  Constructive feedback can help an author to revise 
the manuscript and improve the chances of acceptance by 
another journal or the design of future studies.  

Handling complaints related to publication fraud
Recently, I was shocked to see one of my publications 
substantially copied verbatim by another author. I 
complained to the editor of the second journal; I am yet to 
receive an acknowledgment. If I do not get a reply, I intend 
to approach the editor of the journal in which my article 
was published. Editors should be proactive in detecting 
publication fraud; for example, before sending a manuscript 
for review, they should screen for plagiarism and prior 
publication using tools such as CrossCheck.

Peer review 
“I hold reviewers in high regard…consider them the 
most important ingredient of a successful journal…An 
intelligent editor takes reviewers’ comments seriously, and 
he takes the credit.”16 The phrase “peer-reviewed journal” 
is important for indexing authorities, but how seriously 
editors take reviewers’ comments is a matter of concern. 
A blanket statement, such as “the editor’s decision is final” 
might give scope for manipulation. In that case, what’s the 
point in having a peer review? Some journals make available 
the pre-publication history with the reviewers’ comments 
alongside the published manuscript17. This is a good option 
which local journals could consider adopting.  

Recommendations

Databases and editor associations   
“Non-inclusion of these (Indian) journals in the global 
databases means that even good research reported in these 
journals remains largely unknown to the world”9. The Indian 
Council of Medical Research should invite the editors of 
high ranking internationally indexed Indian journals who 
are not yet its members to index with IndMed/MedInd4. 
There is a need for locally active editorial associations, 
such as the Indian Association of Medical Journal Editors 
(IAMJE)15, to help editors improve their editorial standards. 

Authorship
The covering letter that my journal requires asks for signed 
author statements12, listing each author’s contribution. It 
also asks for a declaration that the “current list is the final 
list of authors (no change of authorship is allowed once the 
authors submit this covering letter)”. As in other parts of the 
world, in India there are problems with gift authorship9,13. 
This is difficult for an editor to detect, as it relies on self-
declaration by authors but if authors inform the editor that 
they are being asked by a third party to make changes to 
the list, the editor can refuse, citing the ICMJE guidelines12. 

Case study
I received an original submission; the authors were 
spouses. After the peer review was complete, the first 
author (husband) called me saying that his wife (the 
second author) was upset that she was not listed as first 
author, though most of the work was done by her, and 
requested that I change the sequence. I had to obtain a 
fresh covering letter restating the order of authorship. 
Since then, I have added the following to the covering 
letter, “The author …will act as the guarantor of this 
paper, and is responsible for all issues related to 
authorship, including the order of authorship.”

Case study
The author of an original article was unable to 
address the peer reviewers’ comments, so  offered me 
co-authorship and expected me to resolve these queries 
on his behalf. I refused, saying I cannot be an author for 
a manuscript to which I did not contribute.

Duplicate publication 

Case study
A very good case report was submitted to my journal. 
After sending the peer reviewers’ comments to the 
author, I received a review request from an international 
journal. I was shocked to see that the case report and 
the authors were exactly the same as the one that I was 
considering for my journal. This was early in the course 
of my editorship when my journal was not a member 
of any organisations concerning science publishing. I 
took the following measures:

i) informed the authors that this amounts to duplicate 
publication which is a publication fraud
ii) withdrew the article from my manuscript 
submission system
iii) notified the author’s supervisor (using details 
from the institution’s website)
iv) informed the editor of the other journal, and 
vi) withdrew from reviewing this manuscript. 

The second editor withdrew the manuscript from his 
journal. COPE has guidelines about how to deal with 
cases of duplicate publication14.

Training of editors
Indians can do wonders; a few among us are editing 
prestigious international journals. What is needed is 
resources and training9. Organisations such as ICMJE, 
COPE, EASE, the World Association of Medical Editors 
(WAME), and IAMJE  have an important role in publication 
ethics. Indian editors should seek their membership and 
prominently display the affiliation in their journals. These 
organisations should help to train the member editors. 
WAME has regional meetings in India in association with 
IAMJE and the National Medical Journal of India. 

Indian editors should act as authors and reviewers for 
other journals; they can thus learn from other editors. In 
this way, I improved my editorial skills.

Guidance from editorial board members
The editor should seek active guidance from editorial board 
members who are expert researchers. For my journal, 
15% of the members are simultaneously the editors of 
other journals; three of which are PubMed indexed.  I was 
fortunate to be guided by these members in improving the 
quality of my journal.  

Publication schedule
Many prestigious journals mention the date of submission 
and the date of the first and final decisions alongside each 
published manuscript. I wish Indian editors would start 
doing this as it is an indicator of the rapidity of the review 
process. An author may consider a journal for submission 
if the time is short; however, an ultra-short processing time 
might raise questions regarding its quality.

Encourage authors to cite Indian research 
Agoramoorthy18 suggested that Indian editors should 
encourage Indian researchers to cite papers published 
in Indian journals, which will improve their visibility. 
However, such citation should be done ethically.     

Editorial independence
In India, not many people understand the concept of editorial 
independence19. The belief is that the editor is elected by 
the society and hence should work towards its aims and 
objectives. I specifically see to it that my society talks about 
editorial independence. 

Journal finances 
Editors should explore avenues to obtain finance to run a 
journal:

i) the entire cost of publishing should be borne by the society
ii) a nominal author processing charge may be levied 
from the authors
iii) sponsorship from pharmaceutical and other agencies 
based on regulations. 

“Medical journals do not need to separate themselves from 
pharmaceutical companies intensely once the relationship 
with companies can be ethically sound”20.

Online-only journals   
Dai et al20 summarised various measures to improve journals:

i) “optimize the process of peer review
ii) utilise open-access publishing models actively
iii) find ways of saving costs and getting revenue
iv) deal with research fraud or misconduct
v) maintain sound relationship with pharmaceutical 
companies, and 
vi) prove useful in clinical practice and research realm”. 

I attended a workshop where Mr. Meester, Senior Product 
Manager, Scopus, explained the necessary attributes 
of a good journal and how a local journal could attain 
international stature21. 

Conclusions 
Indian editors should seek membership of various 
organisations concerning science publishing and undergo 
regular training. They should strictly follow publication 
guidelines, ensure that all stakeholders adhere to these, and 
diligently pursue complaints related to publication fraud. If 
we, the Indian biomedical editors, can do this, our small 
local journals can become truly international. 

Disclaimer
The views expressed are solely those of the author and do 
not reflect their endorsement by the journal, the editorial 
board, the publisher, the society, the organisation, or the 
institution with which he is associated.
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Peer review incentives: a simple idea 
to encourage fast and effective peer 
review

Daniel Johnston
Cofounder of Publons

A conflict inherent in peer review is that we expect 
researchers to put aside their own research priorities to 
selflessly help with the research of strangers. Picture it—a 
typical Friday afternoon. A researcher sits down at her desk, 
pushes out all thoughts of what she might do with a hint 
of spare time this weekend, and starts writing up the latest 
results from the lab. An email notification interrupting 
her train of thought warrants a groan. Another request to 
review; the third this week. What takes priority? Finishing 
her own research article so she can at least tell her employer 
it has been submitted before her performance evaluation 
next week, or anonymously helping out with someone 
else’s work? When we do accept review requests, it is often 
reluctantly, and only out of a combination of duty, guilt, and 
hope for reciprocation. Peer review is a chore; a distraction 
from more career-relevant activities.

This situation leads to predictable problems. Rejection 
of review invitations is the norm. Editors have to find 
and screen ten potential reviewers just to secure two peer 
reviews. Reviewers lack the motivation to return review 
assignments promptly, and receive the same attribution— 
almost none—whether their reviewing is comprehensive or 
careless. Review quality is so varied that research on peer 
review struggles to find any evidence of its effectiveness1.  
Editors are torn between burdening their favourite reviewers 
with excessive review requests and gambling on unknown 
and potentially unsuitable reviewers. Flawed work slips 
through and leads to embarrassing article retractions.  
Fabricated reviewers go undetected by busy editors, and we 
end up reading about it in the New York Times2.

Opinions on the state of peer review vary—former BMJ 
editor Richard Smith recently declared it time to “slay 
the sacred cow” of peer review3—but most agree it can 
be improved. The 2014 Nature Publishing Group Author 
Insights survey found 77% of researchers agree (or strongly 
agree) that “traditional peer review processes could be made 
more efficient”. Seventy per cent agreed with the statement 
“I am frequently frustrated by the length of time the process 
of peer review takes”4. And for good reason: a single peer 
review takes about four hours, but organising two or three 
reviews takes on average four months or more. We in the 
industry have become used to this delay in publication, but 
in the age of the internet it is scarcely believable.

The primary reason for these issues is the absence of 
incentives for reviewers. Some publishers offer discounts, 
perks, and the odd certificate, but this clearly is not enough.  
Paying for peer review is an interesting option, but the 
real currency of academia is reputation. To motivate peer 
reviewers we need to provide a way for the peer review 
process to improve their academic reputation.

In 2013 Andrew Preston and I founded Publons to 
improve the speed and quality of peer review by helping 
researchers to build their academic reputation through their 
peer review activity. The service is free for academics and 
Publons earns revenue through integrations with publishers. 
We work with peer reviewers, editors, and publishers to 
motivate reviewers by giving credit for peer review. For peer 
reviewers, Publons provides a way to get credit for their 
contributions (without breaking reviewer anonymity) in a 
format they can include in job and funding applications.5  
Reviewers have their review activity verified by Publons 
simply by forwarding the “thank you for reviewing” emails 
from journals to reviews@publons.com.

The hypothesis is that reviewers who get official recognition 
for their work are more willing to accept review requests, 
more willing to prioritise time to do the review quicker, and 
more likely to do a comprehensive review.  The aim is to give 
reviewers a reason to put aside their own research to review 
the work of others; not just because journals ask them to, 
but because they want to contribute to and influence others’ 
work, and demonstrate their expertise to a wider audience. 
Most of the problems with peer review—that reviewers are 
often slow, careless, and unnecessarily abrasive—are typical 
characteristics of any task where people have no incentives 
to do it, nor to do it well. Give reviewers an incentive to 
take pride in their reviewing, and they will reciprocate with 
prompt and high-quality peer review.

The evidence in support of that hypothesis is growing fast: 
as of 1 June, 38,000 peer reviewers are getting credit for 110,000 
reviews across 7,800 journals. Peer reviewers appreciate being 
able to easily keep a verified record of their peer review 
contributions to include in performance evaluations, job 
applications, and even applications for funding. Many use 
their Publons profile to publish a select few of their reviews 
(only once the manuscript has been published, and where 
the journal allows it) to showcase their best work. They also 
enjoy seeing how their review activity compares to their 
colleagues and the global average in a range of review metrics, 
like average word count per review, review frequency, and the 
range of journals the reviewer has reviewed for.

The best way an editor can make use of Publons is to let 
their reviewers know all about it. Reviewers getting credit 
means motivated and engaged reviewers; it means less time 
wasted on finding and screening reviewers who ultimately 
just say no; less chasing up reviewers; and less having to 
call in an additional reviewer because the first ones offered 
insufficient feedback. Most importantly, it means better 
quality reviews and faster review and publication times. 
Our data show that acceptance of review requests increases 
by 30% once a researcher has signed up to Publons 
(reducing the time editors have to spend on finding and 
inviting additional reviewers), and reviewers report they do 
better quality reviews too.6  As the popularity of Publons 
increases, the incentives are structured so that reviewers 
strive to deliver top quality reviews in order to demonstrate 
their expertise—and to be invited to review again.

The benefits to editors and journals of reviewer recognition 
is made evident by recent partnership announcements 
with leading publishers and journals such as Wiley, SAGE, 

PeerJ, eLife, GigaScience, and the American Society for 
Microbiology—all signing up to give their peer reviewers 
credit through the Publons platform.  Publons has developed 
integration options to work with any editorial management 
system, with minimal implementation costs.

Editors can make more direct use of Publons too.  
Reviewer profiles give editors a much more comprehensive 
picture of potential reviewers and their review workload 
across all journals, while the fast-growing database of 
motivated peer reviewers has enormous potential for 
editors to find, screen, and contact the best reviewers all 
from one place. There is a range of editor tools to help. The 
reviewer search tool takes manuscript metadata, searches 
for keywords extracted from review data, and returns 
suggested reviewers with a contact option. The screening 
tool checks a supplied email address against those in our 
database, and returns records of review and publishing 
history to help editors combat reviewer fraud. The reviewer 
contact feature makes it possible for approved editors to 
browse and make contact with active, validated reviewers 
through the Publons platform.

Peer review is at the heart of science but has been largely 
ignored, predictably leading to slow and poor quality peer 
review. We have demanded great work of peer reviewers 
without offering any reward.  It is now possible with Publons 
for journals and editors to formally recognise reviewers, to 
enjoy the benefits of motivated reviewers, and to make use 
of tools to help editors improve the efficiency of their peer 
review process. The core idea is simple: give better reward 
to get better results out of peer review. A growing number 
of reviewers, editors, and journals are acknowledging the 
advantages of giving credit for peer review, leading to 
higher quality peer review and a faster publishing process 
—a superior outcome for all. The more reviewers we can 
give credit to the better.
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Are there enough good reviewers for manuscripts submitted 
to scientific journals? No, answered numerous members of 
the European Association of Science Editors (EASE) in a 
debate on the EASE forum in mid-2014. And I have heard 
the same story, here and there, at some of the universities and 
institutes where I teach scientific writing and publishing. I 
have not heard this story so much, however, from my own 
field, ie Life Sciences with a concentration on Ecology and 
Evolution.

Yet young scientists want to review and they want to do 
it well. They understand its importance. What they lack 
is training. Therefore, if we want more good reviewers, 
we need to provide adequate training. Training would, 
in any case, be better than the ‘ad hoc’, ‘learn on the job’ 
mechanisms that operate currently.

Four years ago I was asked to present a training course on 
reviewing. The request came from the Graduate School of 
the University of Frankfurt and the course had been asked 
for by the students themselves, graduates in biological and 
medical subjects. They saw it as essential to being a good 
and mature scientist. I agree, the ability to critically assess 
the presentation and content of a scientific publication is a 
necessary scientific skill, and not just for being a reviewer.

Since this first request I have presented the course many 
times, not only at Frankfurt but also at the University 
of Würzburg where, again, graduates asked for such a 
course. Limited numbers, indeed, but not because of lack 
of demand. Both Frankfurt and Würzburg could easily fill 
two or more such courses every semester.  But classes are 
limited to a maximum of 16 by practicalities such as room 
size and availability. The number and length of classes is 
limited because not enough money is available to pay for 
more reviewer training as well as training in all the other 
skills that the graduate schools must provide.

My courses are in three parts. The first is an introduction 
to reviewing, the second is a practical exercise of reviewing 
a specimen manuscript, and the third is an evaluation of 
the reviews written during the exercises. The Introduction 
covers the duties of reviewers. I point out that reviewers are 
chosen by journal editors, and that their role is to advise 
editors on the suitability of the manuscript for publication 
in the editor’s journal. And that this is a contractual 
obligation, at least in US and English law. The duties and 
practices of reviewers I draw from the ICMJE guidelines 
(http://www.icmje.org/) and from those listed by COPE 
(http://publicationethics.org/files/Peer%20review%20
guidelines.pdf).  I reinforce these by citing from instructions 
to reviewers from journals specific to the students’ subjects.  
I give practical examples of how these duties are carried out.  
And I show how journal review forms should be filled out.

The practical is based on an anonymised manuscript on 

Training enough good science reviewers

Andrew J. Davis
English Experience Language Services, Göttingen, Germany; adavis@ice.mpg.de

a subject and from a journal appropriate to the students’ 
own research fields. I “doctor” the manuscript so that 
it contains points that a good reviewer should pick up. I 
might, for example, remove the description of a control 
from the methods section, or a statement that permission 
was appropriately obtained for experiments on humans 
or animals. I might insert a statement implying that the 
pharmaceutical being tested was a gift from the company 
manufacturing it—but then not insert a conflict of interest 
statement. And I might add references to the bibliography 
that were not in the text.  On a few occasions I have also 
provided manuscripts that should not be reviewed in 
detail. These include those that are out of scope for the 
journal targeted, those evidently very badly written, those 
with inappropriate methods, and those with missing or 
extraneous items such as seven figures when only five 
are cited in the text. I provide the manuscripts as far in 
advance as possible. Sometimes, however, the students get 
the manuscripts only a few days before the course because 
I received the participants list late. I then claim that the 
pressure is realistic, as often I get a review request on a 
Tuesday with the rider “… please upload your report before 
the end of the week”.

The evaluations I like to give on-site while I can talk to 
the students individually. Otherwise, I return their reviews 
by email with my annotations and comments included.  
The first part of the evaluation is to present my review and 
go through it on screen where all the students can see it.  
Sometimes it is possible to stimulate discussion among 
the students about the distinction between reviewing the 
manuscript and editing it, and on how far reviewers should 
go in indicating mistakes in, or actually correcting, text.  
My experience is, unfortunately, that students are rarely 
willing, or perhaps able, to discuss these points.

I’ve encountered two big difficulties during these 
courses. One is that the participants often know too little 
about the conventions of scientific writing to be able to 
identify problems with manuscripts. The other is that they 
don’t know enough about experimental design or analysis. 
The first of these is perhaps understandable because 
graduates have had a minimum of practice and a minimum 
of experience. It’s a puzzle, nevertheless, to find participants 
who, after all, are graduate students, not remarking on 
results reported in the present tense instead of the past.  
I am far more worried, however, that almost none of the 
participants in my courses recognise the absence of a 
control or even know what a procedural control might be.  
More, but still worryingly few, recognise problems of small 
sample sizes or spatiotemporal autocorrelation.

The students tell me that my courses on reviewing are 
useful. Their formal evaluations of my courses are good to 
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Effective Journal Editorial Management

13 May 2015, London, UK 

The ALPSP Effective Journal Editorial Management course 
took place in London on the 13th May 2015. The course is 
aimed at early career editorial professionals with responsibility 
for managing one or more journals, who wish to share best 
practice, hear about developments in the industry and learn 
from the experiences of others in publishing. Through 
presentation and a high number of hands-on interactive 
sessions, the tutors took the group through various topics 
that are central to good editorial management. 

Delegates came from diverse organisational backgrounds 
spanning both commercial and society publishers, 
including BMJ, Taylor & Francis, Springer, European 
Respiratory Society and the British Ecological Society. 
Delegates attended from the United Kingdom, United States 
and Finland. The tutors themselves are from the publishing 
profession, Rebecca Marsh is Publishing Director at 
Greenleaf Publishing and Jamie Humphrey is Publisher at 
Royal Society of Chemistry, and bring their direct experience 
of managing journals to the course.

The day began with a number of reflective exercises 
focussing on the main activities in journal editorial 
management and, crucially, how these differ or are aligned 
across organisations. The introductory session also explored 
the types of scenarios that editorial managers face and 
highlighted how decision-making is not always clear cut but 
based on good judgement and knowledge of best practice.

A session on stakeholder management followed. It 
focussed on how, having identified key stakeholders, 
delegates can better understand their needs, how to develop 
good relationships and ultimately, through those successful 
relationships, improve the overall standing of the journals. 
The session deliberately looked beyond the day-to-day needs 
of the stakeholder and explored the deeper motivations that 
are driving their behaviours, for example funding, research 
policies and peer expectations. The session particularly 
focused on author, reviewer and editor management, 
the methods for successful editor recruitment, on-going 
management and replacement.

A session on journal development formed a central part 
of the day. An overview of tools to  evaluate journal quality 
using a number of different criteria, both quantitative and 
qualitative, and tools to help with the planning of a journal’s 
development were included.

The day involved an overview of cutting-edge 
developments in the industry that are impacting or might 
possibly impact journal processes, quality evaluation and 
new tools to manage and promote journals. Topics that 
were discussed include recent innovation in peer review 
models, emerging evaluation methods that complement 
citation rankings, and the movement in open access.  

Ethical and copyright issues and practices were discussed 
in the final session of the day. Real-life case studies on how 
to handle plagiarism, author disputes, conflicts of interest, 
redundant publication and potential commercial concerns 
were presented and the group discussed the challenges, 
outcomes and ways to embed effective processes to manage 
these issues.

Jamie Humphrey
Publisher, Royal Society of Chemistry

humphreyj@rsc.org
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excellent. This indicates that my courses provide what the 
students are looking for in a course on reviewing.  They often, 
however, suggest that there should be more practical work 
and evaluation of the practical work. I agree with them, but 
it could not be accommodated within the restricted time 
available.  More practical work would require more time 
than the graduate schools can currently pay for.

Nevertheless, the students certainly know more about 
reviewing after attending my courses than they did before 
doing so.

Training is, of course, not the only improvement to 
reviewing that could be made. Journals must ensure that 

they have adequate guidelines for their reviewers, and make 
efforts to use reviewers who keep to these guidelines, and 
make sure they immediately drop reviewers who transgress 
in any way. Journals are justified in demanding and enforcing 
very high standards of reviewing.  This is particularly so in 
medicine where human health and life depends on properly 
carried out experiments, properly explained and presented.

Reviewers with very high standards will be available, 
however, if there is sufficient training.  But for sufficient 
training, sufficient resources of time and money need to be 
found to provide sufficient classes. The students are interested 
and want to learn. Let’s give them that opportunity!
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Reviewing this book for European Science Editing feels 
rather unfair since it makes no claims to be aimed at journal 
editors. However, since editors should be concerned 
about plagiarism, and because I (and perhaps other EASE 
members) offer training for authors on this topic, I was 
interested to read it. The introduction states that this book is 
aimed at university staff to help them understand plagiarism 
and develop their skills in handling it. One strength of the 
book is that the author, Diane Pecorari, mentions her own 
research into plagiarism and also her own experiences 
of working with students. Her main argument is that 
students should be taught about citation and the use of 
sources and she attributes much student plagiarism to poor 
understanding of academic norms. Given this premise (ie 
that much student plagiarism may be inadvertent), teachers 
need to decide when plagiarism is, instead, deliberate, 
aimed to deceive, and therefore misconduct.

The use of text-matching software (such as Turnitin, 
which uses the same software as CrossCheck used by many 
journals) is discussed in detail. Pecorari urges caution and 
emphasises the limitations of such systems, while rather 
grudgingly accepting that they may be useful.

One aspect editors might empathize with, and which 
I thought was well covered, was the isolation and lack of 
support that teachers (and, I dare say, editors) may feel 
when faced with student (or author) plagiarism. Pecorari 
describes the effects of confronting plagiarism and the 

Book review

Teaching to avoid plagiarism: how to promote good source use
Diane Pecorari, McGraw Hill, 2013, ISBN 978-0-33-524593-2

reasons why teachers may be tempted to overlook cases. 
She suggests that institutions could provide confidential 
advisors to help teachers handle specific cases – this 
reminded me of the origins of COPE (the Committee on 
Publication Ethics) which started, and still functions, as a 
‘self-help group for editors’ where troublesome cases can be 
discussed in confidence. 

One thing I felt was lacking was a distinction between the 
needs and behaviours of undergraduate and postgraduate 
students (or any discussion about whether this distinction 
was relevant). Editors may vary their response, especially to 
more minor or borderline cases of plagiarism, depending 
on the seniority of the author and whether he or she ‘should 
have known better’. I was therefore surprised that this book 
contained no discussion about the difference between 
copying in an undergraduate essay (especially if it does 
not count directly towards a degree) and plagiarism in 
dissertations.

The book contains a short chapter on “Differences across 
academic subjects” but I would have been interested to 
have more examples of such differences. Pecorari notes “At 
the risk of generalising, the STEM field deals in objective 
fact, and it is the facts themselves which matter; the form 
in which they are expressed is much less important”. While 
most editors only have to work within a single discipline, 
and therefore understand its particular conventions, this 
doesn’t help much for people in cross-disciplinary areas 
and seems to downplay the problem of plagiarism in the 
hard sciences.

While each chapter ends with helpful suggested activities 
and “Questions for discussion or reflection” I felt the 
overall ending of the book was rather weak. Rather than 
attempting to synthesize the arguments, the final chapter 
covers plagiarism in non-academic writing and I found it 
disappointing.

My overall conclusion is that, while this book may be 
helpful for university teachers, especially those who lack 
confidence in approaching cases of plagiarism, it doesn’t 
contain much of interest to journal editors. Finally, firmly 
wearing my editor’s and writing trainer’s hat, I couldn’t help 
but notice some horribly long sentences (containing 50-65 
words). I also spotted some wordy phrases and use of jargon 
which would have benefited from careful editing.

Elizabeth Wager
Publications Consultant, Sideview, Princes Risborough, UK

liz@sideview.demon.co.uk

Do UK researchers have or need in-house writing 
support?
Several US universities have in-house publications 
departments that help researchers with manuscript writing. 
Some non-Anglophone European university departments 
provide similar support through contracted/freelance 
editors. Valerie Matarese had read a survey of UK researchers 
about technical support which did not appear to include 
editorial support (http://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/
management/people/academic/lewisgatsbyreport.pdf).  She 
was curious to know if UK universities offer any writing 
assistance to their researchers. 

In Alan Hopkin’s experience, any help given in the 
UK was informal, eg a senior colleague reading the paper. 
Indeed, many scientists did not want assistance, especially if 
editing delayed submissions. By contrast, statistical support 
was welcomed because it was thought to avert reviewers’ 
comments. Andrew Davis had found both writing and 
statistical support were only common in commercial 
institutions in the UK. Researchers in academia resisted 
writing assistance because as native English speakers they 
did not recognise that their papers were poorly written. His 
suggested solutions were either to provide manuscript writing 
training courses, or support as in the commercial world. He 
preferred the first solution, as did Marge Berer, who found 
that most papers her journal received needed editing. 

Kersti Wagstaff lamented the time when writing was 
‘taught’ by a process in which dissertations were passed 
back and forth between student and supervisor until the 
required standard had been attained. Supervisors no longer 
have time, so theses are edited commercially, with the ethical 
implications hotly debated on copy editors’ listservers. 
Ultimately, it came back to money, “The universities don’t 
have anything extra to spend on teaching writing, and the 
pressure to publish is so great that the journals have got 
the upper hand on their authors and can force the cost of 
achieving a readable text back down on them.” Chris Sterken 
thought lack of time was dire when scientists confined their 
reading to online sources and never went to the library 
to read well-written and structured ‘old’ documents that 
explained valuable basic science. More money spent on 
outsourcing meant less was available for hiring in-house 
staff, resulting in an overworked faculty. 

Are deadlines for manuscript revisions useful?
“Why should it be a problem if an author takes 6 months 
to revise a manuscript following review?” asked Aleksandra 
Golebiowska. Because, Pippa Smart listed, the research 
may become out of date, the journal may in the meantime 
publish another article on the same topic and not want 

to repeat it, or the editorial policies may change. Stuart 
Handysides added, to get the information into the public 
domain as soon as possible, to tie in with related papers or 
other articles in a forthcoming issue.  Helle Goldman found 
some authors were aware that their research may become 
irrelevant so did not require a deadline. Prompt publication 
was, however, often requested because the authors 
were due for promotion, not because the research was 
groundbreaking. Eric Lichtfouse had experienced authors 
who had taken advantage of a long deadline time to make 
the corrections and submit to a higher impact journal. 

An intriguing argument for keeping deadlines short 
came from some of Helle’s editors—reviewers will have 
forgotten the manuscript and be less inclined to agree to 
check the revisions. Aleksandra thought reviewers often 
approved a new version without looking at the changes, but 
more because they did not want to spend time on middling 
papers than because of lapse of time. 

Andrew suggested deadlines were given to allow 
negotiation with the printers on issue size, when editors 
needed to be able to estimate the time it would take 
for accepted manuscripts to come back from revision. 
Aleksandra questioned if journals did plan issues, as not 
all revised manuscripts would be immediately accepted 
for publication. Angela Turner agreed, which paper goes 
into which issue is of little importance with online first 
publication because papers are published online as soon as 
they are ready. An issue is produced on a certain date in the 
month from whichever papers are published online. Angela 
allowed a month for revisions but authors could always ask 
for more time.

Fake email addresses: combating peer review scams 
and false signatures on authorship forms
Incidents of authors using non-institutional email addresses 
to trick journals into appointing them to review their own 
papers have been discussed on the forum before (see ESE 
vol 41(1):21-22). However, such addresses can also be used 
for other reasons. Researchers from Asia and Africa have 
reported on the WAME listserver using them because 
institutions did not provide addresses or the addresses did 
not work well. Udo Schuklenk, an American, said on that 
list that he uses Gmail because data would be more easily 
transferrable should he change institutions. PhD students 
might not have an institutional address between jobs. EASE 
forum participants agreed it would be unfair to penalise 
scientists by insisting on an institutional email address. 
Although caution was needed, use of non-institutional 
accounts, eg Yahoo, Gmail, could not be the sole reason 
for excluding a reviewer (see Marcin Kozak and colleague’s 
article “Do researchers provide public or institutional E-mail 
accounts as correspondence E-mails in scientific articles?” 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/asi.23401/
abstract). 

Liz Wager asked how journals should deal with false 
author signatures. She gave an example of a journal 

EASE-Forum Digest: March to June 2015

You can join the forum by sending the one-line 
message “subscribe ease-forum” (without the quotation 
marks) to majordomo@helsinki.fi. Send in plain text, 
not HTML. Details at www.ease.org.uk/node/589. 
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that had received online signature forms confirming 
authorship from each author of a Chinese paper within 
a few minutes. The email addresses were from free email 
services, which is common for authors from China. 
Michael Altus on the WAME listserver (Liz cross-posted) 
believed the publication process should be halted while the 
corresponding author was asked for an explanation.  He 
thought that in general corresponding authors forwarding 
forms from each of the co-authors was acceptable. On 
our forum, Angela reported that Elsevier’s new online 
submission system, Evise, made it mandatory to include an 
email address for every co-author, so that they can receive 
a copy of emails sent to the corresponding author. But, she 
added, that doesn’t prevent people making up an address. 
Likewise, falsification of signatures on author forms cannot 
be prevented. An author’s complaint that her signature had 
been falsified on a form I received by post while managing 
editor of Diabetologia in the 1990s resulted in the police 
seizing the file.

Forum participants were unanimous in their view that 
editors should check the identity of reviewers and authors, 
and agreed this was more difficult with non-institutional 
email addresses. Helle’s journal checks potential reviewers 
using the Web of Science and institutional websites and 
ensures they do not share an institutional affiliation with the 
authors and haven’t co-authored papers with them. Andrew 
suggested the journal Liz mentioned should get a Chinese 
person to help check whether the authors named had ever 
been at the institution where they claimed to have done 
the work. He had worked in China where he found most 
researchers had institutional email addresses and believed 
reputable research institutes would not prevent former PhD 
students from retaining their institutional email addresses 
while working to publish work they had done there. 

Use of reviewers suggested by authors
Use of reviewers suggested by authors was also discussed in 
relation to Nature’s peer-review scam article (vol. 515, pp. 
480-482) mentioned in ESE’s earlier issue previously cited. 
Opinions varied from Marcin who would never use referees 
suggested by authors to Marge Berer who uses them all the 
time along with reviewers she chooses herself. She sees little 
alternative when the subject is narrow and the suggested 
reviewers are virtually the only scientists with the requisite 
expertise. The difficulties editors face in finding willing 
peer reviewers are explained in Helle’s article series (http://
www.editage.com/insights/series/delays-in-peer-review). 
Tom Lang posted a link to WAME’s position statement 
on author-suggested peer reviews. http://www.wame.org/
about/policy-statements#Best%20Practices%20for%20
Peer%20Reviewer%20Selection.

Ownership of biological material 
Elisabeth Heseltine posed an interesting question from 
an author who had received a request to share primary 
cells from human tissues used in research the author had 
published in PLoS One a few years before. The author 
could not provide the same cells but was currently using 
cells established similarly from different human tissues for 

a future publication that would meet their requirements. 
She asked if the sharing of this unique material warranted 
authorship and whether she was obliged to provide either 
the same published material or the new material. 

Tom Lang was certain that providing cells did not 
warrant authorship, only an acknowledgement (ICMJE 
recommendations www.icmje.org). He was not sure about 
the second question as there would be privacy issues, patent 
issues, cost issues, and pragmatic issues in sharing cell lines. 
Examples of where sharing was required were Nature http://
www.nature.com/authors/policies/availability.html and the 
NIH’s Principles and Guidelines for Reporting Preclinical 
Research http://www.nih.gov/about/reporting-preclinical-
research.htm. However, as pointed out by Andrew, PloS One 
does not oblige authors to provide their original material 
to others. Nevertheless, Andrew thought they should do 
so unless there were good reasons not to, eg confidentiality 
or the original informed consent for taking the cells not 
allowing use by others. The same applied if only substitute 
cell lines were available. Most major journals publishing 
this kind of material recommended the deposition of 
cell lines in a suitable facility from which they could be 
accessed by others. This was also beneficial for authors 
because the repository maintains the cell lines and sends 
them to researchers who require them without cost to the 
original authors. Paola De Castro posted a link to COBRA 
(Citation of Bioresources in Research Article, http://www.
biomedcentral.com/1741-7015/13/33) on the standard 
citation of bioresources in journals. A workshop is being 
organised by EASE and the BRIF (Bioresource Reasearch 
Impact Factor) for Toulose on October 9, titled “Editors as 
promoters of good practice in bioresource research”, details 
about which can be found on the EASE website. 

Reporting p values
Valerie had noticed that although many guidelines (including 
SAMPL http://www.equator-network.org/2013/02/11/sampl-
guidelines-for-statistical-reporting/) recommend reporting 
exact p values, Science uses cut-offs, eg p<0.05 and p<0.001 
and even “ns”. She wanted to know why. She was referring to 
articles in biology with common tests like t and ANOVA and 
very small samples. Kersti was also used to seeing cut-offs 
rather than exact p values in clinical medical literature.

Andrew considered p values useless unless the test, exact 
model, degrees of freedom and sample sizes were reported 
for the reader to assess whether that test and that p value 
showed an interesting relation. However, he thought there 
were worse things than using cut-offs for p values, and 
gave the example “... ANOVA p=0.0165”. He was more 
concerned, however, by Valerie’s mention of very small 
samples because the power of any test was likely to be too 
low to be trustworthy. 

Tom, who is more familiar with the symbol p in clinical 
medicine, said using exact p values (or “p values expressed 
as equalities” because an “exact” number has a specific 
meaning in mathematics) was recommended in clinical 
journals, although confidence intervals are increasingly 
being reported. He thought the reason for this was that “an 
estimated effect size (the result of the study) is clinically 

interpretable in clinical medicine, and using the p value for 
interpreting the result has, and continues to be, horribly 
abused because the effect size is often ignored when p is less 
than 0.05. The confidence interval is a measure of precision 
for the estimated effect size and so keeps the interpretation 
focused on the medicine. In basic science, the biological 
implications of an effect size are often unknown, so the 
only thing left is to say the difference was statistically 
significant or not (hence, “ns” is as good as p<0.05). It’s 
a rough measure that something is happening or not, 
and that may be useful in basic science. The p value is a 
mathematical concept of chance as an explanation and has 
no biological interpretation; the alpha level (often the 0.05) 
is an arbitrary number, and p values of 0.051 and 0.049 
should be interpreted pretty much the same way, so I always 
recommend reporting the exact p value, never ns, and in 
most cases (there are some statistical exceptions) ask for 
confidence intervals.”

From the responses, Valerie noted that clinical (and 
related biomedical) fields prefer exact p values, usually with 
three significant digits and no smaller than 0.001, while p 
values down to almost infinitesimally small values (with at 
least three significant digits) were reported in genomics. 
In more traditional biological fields, one-significant-digit 
values were preferred either with cut-offs (eg ns, <0.05, 
<0.01, <0.001) as in Science or a bit more precise with p 
values given (eg p<0.04, p<0.002, p<0.0008) as in Nature. 
These experiments typically had 5 or 10 mice per group. 
The reported effects (mean and standard mean of error, 
SE) were large and could be ‘seen’ without p values. She 
posted a link to an article that criticises top journals like 
Nature and Science for poor statistical reporting: http://
www.nature.com/neuro/journal/v14/n9/full/nn.2886.html. 
Andrew assured that Nature had since adopted a more 
rigorous policy towards statistics. Also, rather than ways 
of reporting, the article was critical of incorrect procedure. 
He gave an example: “if p for the comparison Control 
against Treatment A is less (say p=0.0157) than the p for the 
comparison Control against Treatment B (say p=0.0202), 
Treatment A is reported as being significantly different from 
Treatment B. This is bad experimental design. A better test 
would be the correct generalised linear model of the three 
classes Control, Treatment A and Treatment B followed by 
appropriate contrasts and post hoc tests between classes.”

Tom joined that basic science has a history of reporting the 
SE, which defines a confidence interval around the estimate 
of about 68%. Debate continues as to whether reporting 
should be changed to the more correct SD. Marcin said the 
Annals of Applied Biology accepted SEs but not confidence 
intervals. SEs might be better because readers could choose 
the particular confidence level. Tom was concerned that SEs 
were often used to describe statistics rather than as estimates. 

Farrokh Habibzadeh advised researchers to use SD for 
expressing the distribution of data in the sample (and as 
a good estimation of the distribution in the population) 
and confidence interval (which is calculated from SE) for 
showing how precisely they have measured an estimate 
(say mean age of patients) in the population. He thought 
SEs were not useful but were attractive for authors because 
they are always less than SDs, implying (incorrectly) 
that the dispersion of data was lower than when SDs are 
reported. Discussants agreed that there was no difference 
between using SE, SD or confidence interval provided the 
reader knew what each meant and how to interpret them. 
However, as most readers and indeed many authors are not 
proficient in statistics, the critical message to editors from 
this discussion is that their instructions to authors need 
to explain how authors should describe their samples and 
choose the most appropriate measures to represent the 
sample distribution, ie confidence interval.

Journals publishing articles simultaneously in two 
languages
Pippa asked for examples of journals that publish entire 
articles in two languages. Kersti said Deutsches Ärzteblatt 
does this and gave a link (http://www.aerzteblatt.de/int/
archive/article?id=58636) mentioning other medical journals 
that publish bilingually. Marge Berer, founding editor of 
Reproductive Health Matters, said that journal published 7 
different language editions. A small editorial team in each 
country manages the process and translates the articles most 
relevant to their regions from the main English edition. 
Each group has to include a list of common items in the 
prelim pages. The different versions are not technically new 
publications, which meant it had been more complicated 
than expected for the publisher, Elsevier, to put them on their 
website. 

Other forum topics
The forum also discussed levels of editing. Space does not 
allow me to report on this topic but anyone interested 
is welcome to contact me for a copy of the original 
contributions.

Elise Langdon-Neuner (compiler)
a.a.neuner@gmail.com

Discussion initiators
Valerie Matarese: vmatarese@uptoit.org
Aleksandra Golebiowska: algol@ciop.pl
Liz Wager: liz@sideview.demon.co.uk
Elisabeth Heseltine: e.heseltine@gmail.com
Pippa Smart: pippa.smart@gmail.com
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Richard, you studied medicine at the 
University of Birmingham, qualifying in 
1986, before moving into research at the 
Liver Unit of the Royal Free Hospital in 
London, UK. Why did you leave medical 
research in 1990 to become an Assistant 
Editor at The Lancet?
I love medicine. I always wanted to do 
medicine. And I loved the work with 
patients. It was such a privilege to be 
able to meet somebody and they would 
tell you things about their lives which 
they probably weren’t even telling 
members of their family. It’s almost a 
sacred role in society, being a doctor, 
and it’s a very inspiring profession to 
be part of. But I was always interested 
in writing and politics, and being a 
doctor in Birmingham and then going 
to do research at the Royal Free, well, it 
was not my perfect dream job. In fact, the Royal Free was 
a disaster. Nobody went to work before 11 o’clock in the 
morning. They all went to the pub at midday, rolled back 
drunk at 3 o’clock in the afternoon, and left at half past four. 
And I did think to myself, is this the rest of my life? 

I was in a pub with some friends, and I had a copy of The 
Lancet, and there was a job advert for an editor. I’d had a few 
drinks, and thought, God, I’ll—you know—The Lancet, it’s 
got medicine, it’s a bit political, it’s about writing, what the 
hell, what have I got to lose? I’m at rock bottom here. And 
so in the pub I went to the payphone—they didn’t have cell 
phones then—and I called up The Lancet, and I got through 
to the person who I found out was the then-Deputy 
Editor, David Sharpe. This is a pub, you know, people were 
shouting two pints of lager and a packet of crisps please! 
Thankfully we didn’t have human resource departments in 
those days. After coming down for a so-called interview—
we just talked for an hour, about nothing, really; we hardly 
mentioned medicine, and we certainly didn’t talk about The 
Lancet—I got a little note, saying, why don’t you come and 
work with us? That was in 1990, and I’ve been here ever 
since. It’s a wonderful family. It’s now totally in my DNA. 
I love it.

You moved to New York as North American Editor in 1993, 
before becoming Editor in 1995. Tell me about those years.
Well, it was an escape. I loved The Lancet, but personalities 
sometimes clash, and the Editor at the time was a man who 
I deeply admired, Robin Fox, but he and I had a few rough 
edges. He clearly was frustrated with me, and I was probably 
not the easiest person to work with, so we both agreed that it 
would be good if I wasn’t in the office. The only option that 
allowed for not being in the office, short of being fired, was 
going to open an office in North America, so we decided 
we would open a little office in New York. That was also 
perfect, because again, human resources was rather absent. 

It was like a two year sabbatical, because 
it was just a chance for me to read and 
think about medicine, and science, and 
The Lancet: what the journal should be 
doing, and what its opportunities were. 
You don’t often get a chance to do that in 
your job, your day job just doesn’t give 
you the space. I always planned to stay 
in America, and never come back, until 
Robin left The Lancet, and they needed 
a new editor. I was 33 at the time, and 
they didn’t employ editors much before 
the age of 55, so I didn’t think I had a 
hope in hell, but it seemed like a thing to 
have a go for. If you don’t try, you never 
get anything, so I applied. 

The Lancet was founded in 1823 by 
Thomas Wakley, and the journal’s 
10,000th issue will be published this year. 

Is that legacy ever a burden?
The reason why I love this place so much is the history. 
The early 19th century when The Lancet was founded was 
deeply troubled, and Thomas Wakley identified the troubles 
and the predicaments in medicine at the time. The Lancet 
was very much born of those times, when medicine was 
intensely reformist and political. Wakley was arrested on 
several occasions, went to prison, was in court a lot, and 
of course became a Member of Parliament. He wasn’t 
always right in what he said and did, as we look back, but 
he was completely engaged in the politics of the times. 
So that legacy is really important to me, because it’s what 
distinguishes us from the New England Journal of Medicine, 
The BMJ, even Nature and Science—it makes The Lancet 
a very different kind of journal. It makes it therefore—to 
some people—very uncomfortable. The Lancet was a very 
uncomfortable journal in 1823, and it should be similarly 
uncomfortable now. That legacy is an inspiration. It’s what 
gives me life energy. 

How has the journal come to be this great friend of global 
health?
The bad side of The Lancet’s global interest is that it was 
a global journal, and in the 19th century was very much 
a vehicle for colonial medicine, as we merrily went our 
way destroying communities and societies in the British 
Empire. But in more recent times, although we still had 
an interest in international health, as it was then called, 
it wasn’t really a mainstream theme of the journal, and I 
had no background in overseas medicine. But I met this 
amazing man called Eldryd Parry, who took me to a remote 
rural community in south-west Ethiopia, and opened my 
eyes to a world that I’d never seen before. I’d thought The 
Lancet was an epidemiology journal, but when I went to 
Ethiopia with Eldryd, I realised that was completely wrong. 
Epidemiology was a means to an end, and what Eldryd was 

My life as an editor - Richard Horton chronic conditions, chronic poverty, 
chronic political instability, and it can 
come from acute crises, whether they’re 
humanitarian crises, natural disasters, 
or wars. And so the journal needs to be a 
forum where the distress of any human 
being can be expressed and drawn 
attention to, even when that is painful 
and controversial. Science is a common 
international language. Medicine is a 
common international language. And 
medicine and science together can build 
bridges between communities that 
politics can’t. 

This year marks your 20th anniversary 
as Editor. What’s been your proudest 
achievement?
That’s a difficult question. When I joined 
The Lancet, it was a tiny, very fragile 
organisation. It had a very small number 
of editors, and financially was not very 
secure. Over the last 20 years we have 
built it up—I think we’ve got the best 
team of scientific editors of any medical 

publication in the world. We have got an amazing group 
of people here, and now we are safe, sustainable, robust, 
and thriving, in a way we weren’t 20 years ago. The second 
achievement would be our commitment to global health. 
I feel we have lived up to Thomas Wakley’s inspiration, 
and have taken his idea and managed to reinterpret it for a 
different century. I think he would feel satisfied that we had 
honoured his legacy.

Who is Richard Horton outside The Lancet?
It is a problem that sometimes The Lancet takes over your life! 
I like quietness, and time to read, and just think, and look 
at the world. Who’s the real Richard Horton? It’s somebody 
who’s just watching the world and being inspired by it.

Hannah Cagney
hannah.cagney@lancet.com

doing was showing me what the end 
was. I’m not religious, but it was close to 
a religious epiphany. It was a complete 
turning point, but I didn’t know what 
to do next. Did you just publish lots of 
editorials, lots of news items? It took 
a researcher called Jennifer Bryce to 
show me how to use science as a force 
for social and political change. You 
bring the best scientists and the best 
evidence together around a neglected 
issue, which provides the platform 
for advocacy and activism. If you take 
Enlightenment values, and then the 
Romantic imagination of the early 19th 
century, and you put both of those into 
a 21st century medical journal, using 
science as the platform for those values 
and for activism, it seems to me you can 
create something which could be very 
powerful. And that’s really what we’re 
trying to do now. It’s what we have been 
doing, and will continue to do until they 
throw me out.

How do you balance travelling for international meetings and 
being a global health advocate with putting out 51 issues of a 
print and online medical journal every single year?
Because you have an amazing team! The trick is to create 
an organisation that doesn’t depend on you. And the great 
thing about this organisation is I could walk out the door 
now, and never come back, and The Lancet would continue 
quite happily without me. 

The journal is very high profile, which means that successes 
get noticed, but so do mistakes and controversies. What 
should the role of a modern, political medical journal be?
A medical journal should stand up for people living in 
distress, anywhere in the world. That distress can come from 

When Thomas Wakley founded The 
Lancet in 1823, he announced “A lancet 
can be an arched window to let in 
the light or it can be a sharp surgical 
instrument to cut out the dross and I 
intend to use it in both senses”. 
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News notes

News Notes are compiled by John 
Hilton (hilton.john@gmail.com) 

Some of these items are taken 
from the EASE Journal Blog 
(http://esebookshelf.blogspot.
com) where full URLs may be 
found

Legal challenge to clinical trial 
publication
Richmond Pharmacology, a clinical 
trial company, has launched a 
judicial review against the UK Health 
Research Authority, challenging that 
organisation’s requirements for the 
publication of historical clinical trials, 
and in so doing asking the courts to 
decide on a fundamental principle 
about clinical trial registration. The 
AllTrials (alltrials.net) campaign has 
intervened and submitted evidence. 
The case continues.

ORCID uptake
ORCID (orcid.org), the researcher 
identifier system, has agreed 
consortium membership 
arrangements with institutions in Italy 
and the UK. Italy is implementing 
ORCID nationally via ANVUR 
(National Agency for the Evaluation of 
Universities and Research Institutes) 
and CRUI (the Conference of Italian 
University Rectors) and it will link 
with IRIDE (Italian Researcher 
Identifier for Evaluation) Project. In 
the UK, ORCID is being offered to 
universities through a consortium 
brokered by Jisc Collections (jisc-
collections.ac.uk).

Citing peer review articles
F1000 (f1000.com) and ORCID (orcid.
org) have collaborated with CASRAI 
(Consortia Advancing Standards in 
Research Administration Information; 
casrai.org) on a standard way of citing 
peer review activities. A working 
group devised a standard data profile 
that includes four main elements: 
(1) person (with identifier) who 
performed the review and is being 
credited with it; (2) review description 
(with identifier), unless blinded; (3) 

subject of the review (the paper, grant 
etc), unless blinded; (4) organisation 
that recognises the peer review 
(publisher, association or funder). You 
can read more about the specifications 
on the ORCID blog (orcid.org/blog; 
18 May 2015), where you can also 
find out how organisations such as 
F1000, Europe PubMedCentral, and 
the American Geophysical Union are 
implementing it. 

Open science: special issues
The June 2015 issue of EuroScientist 
focuses on open science, with a series 
of articles mapping out a future where 
“the term open science will become 
redundant as all science will be that 
way.” You can read the issue at www.
euroscientist.com/science-2-0. A 
forthcoming issue of the Journal of 
Clinical Epidemiology will also include 
a series of articles on open medical 
science, including Ben Goldacre and 
Tracey Brown’s “Fixing flaws in science 
must be professionalised.” (www.
jclinepi.com/inpress; 3 July 2015)

Conflict on conflict of interest
A series of articles in the New England 
Journal of Medicine (NEJM), supported 
by the journal’s editor in chief, asked 
whether conflict of interest policies 
had gone too far in their attempts to 
reduce the influence of industry on 
medical publications. Three former 
editors at the journal, writing in The 
BMJ (2015;350:h2942), described the 
NEJM articles as “seriously flawed and 
inflammatory” and expressed the need 
to “move forward, not backward”. The 
BMJ itself has tightened its policy, with 
a ‘zero tolerance’ policy for educational 
articles.

Are we asking peer reviewers the 
right questions?
Do peer reviewers and editors agree 
on what tasks are most important 
when conducting peer review of 
clinical trials? That was the question 
explored by a team of French 
researchers, who gathered the tasks 
expected of peer reviewers from 
a large number of journals and 
then surveyed 200 peer reviewers 

(BMC Medicine 2015;13:158). They 
concluded that the tasks identified as 
important by peer reviewers (tasks 
relating to methodology, statistics, 
results) were “not congruent with 
the tasks most often requested by 
journal editors in their guidelines to 
reviewers.”

Chocolate sting paper
The latest hoax scientific article 
designed to highlight flaws in science 
communication was effective but 
was also subject to criticism for its 
ethics. American journalist John 
Bohannon, in collaboration with 
German journalists, conducted an 
elaborate hoax based on a real clinical 
trial, purporting to show that eating 
chocolate could help with weight 
loss. The data were weak and easily 
massaged to show an effect, and the 
paper was promptly published by a 
poor-quality journal without peer 
review and press released to gain 
substantial media interest. The full 
details are on the io9 website (io9.
com; 27 May 2015). Hilda Bastian 
of PubMed Health looks carefully at 
the ethics of such an approach on her 
Absolutely Maybe blog (blogs.plos.
org/absolutely-maybe).

Changes at the Medical Journal of 
Australia
In May 2015, the Editor of the 
Medical Journal of Australia, Professor 
Stephen Leeder, was fired following 
a disagreement with the Australasian 
Medical Publishing Company (a 
subsidiary of the Australian Medical 
Association) about the journal’s 
future. The majority of the journal’s 
editorial advisory committee also 
resigned in protest, and a Friends of 
the MJA group (friendsofmja.net.au) 
was formed in response. The group is 
calling for Leeder’s reinstatement and 
a rethink on the journal’s future. The 
debate is highlighting the complex 
relationship between journal owners, 
publishers and editors.

Pay-what-you-want publishing
Publisher Thieme (www.thieme.
com) is collaborating with two 

German universities to explore a trial 
of a pay-what-you-want model for 
academic journals. The model will be 
tested on a new open-access journal, 
The Surgery Journal. Following 
acceptance, authors can pay an 
article-processing charge that they 
think is most suitable.

Journal editors facing new ethical 
challenges
The publication of a paper reporting 
gene editing in human embryos 
provoked wide debate on the ethics 
of the science. The paper, by Puping 
Liang et al, was eventually published 
in Protein & Cell (2015;6:363) but 
had been rejected by both Science 
and Nature due to ethical concerns, 
as reported in Nature (28 April 
2015). In an accompanying editorial, 
Protein & Cell’s managing editor 
explained that they published the 
paper to “sound an alarm” about the 
work, adding that the journal did not 
necessarily endorse or encourage such 
research. Nature Publishing Group is 
consulting on a policy on the issue.

COPE/DOAJ/OASPA/WAME 
transparency principles
Four organisations have collaborated 
to create a revised and updated set 
of criteria for transparency and best 
practice in scholarly publishing. 
The principles were originally 
developed in 2014 by the Committee 
on Publication Ethics (COPE), the 
Directory of Open Access Journals 
(DOAJ), the Open Access Scholarly 
Publishers Association (OASPA) and 
the World Association of Medical 
Editors (WAME) to aid in assessing 
journals or publishers applying 
for membership. The updated 
principles (published 22 June 2015) 
are available on the COPE website 
(publicationethics.org/resources/
guidelines).

WAME statement on promoting 
global health
The World Association of Medical 
Editors (WAME) has issued a policy 
statement on the social responsibilities 
of medical journal editors to publish 
“whenever possible, research that 
furthers health worldwide”. The 
statement urges editors in all regions 

to publish research addressing global 
health concerns and from authors in 
low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs). It also calls for editors 
to seek to provide free access and 
publication fee waivers, and proposes 
that editors in high-income countries 
should invite researchers from LMICs 
to participate on editorial boards 
and as peer reviewers and to submit 
editorials and commentaries on local 
context. The full statement, published 
on 31 May 2015, is available on the 
WAME website (www.wame.org/
about/policy-statements).

Writing for readers or for 
citations?
The usual advice for any kind of 
scientific writing is to keep it short, 
to-the-point and readable. A recent 
analysis challenges this assumption 
for abstracts, if the aim is to obtain 
citations. The study, titled ‘Ten 
simple (empirical) rules for writing 
science’ (PLOS Computational Biology 
2015;11:e1004205), found that 
articles with shorter abstracts, fewer 
sentences, or fewer common or easy 
words generally had fewer citations 
than those with more wordy abstracts, 
and this applies across scientific 
disciplines. The authors suggest that 
this could be due to search engines 
favouring longer and more specific 
abstracts.

The Leiden Manifesto and the 
Metric Tide
The increasing use of metrics for the 
assessment of science has prompted 
the development of the Leiden 
manifesto to drive best practice and 
avoid misuse of metrics. Named 
after a conference held at the Centre 
for Science and Technology Studies 
in Leiden, Belgium, the manifesto 
offers a “distillation of best practice in 
metrics-based research assessment” 
The manifesto, published in Nature 
(2015;520:429), includes ten 
principles and some suggestions for 
next steps.

The UK Independent Review 
of the Role of Metrics in Research 
Assessment and Management, 
supported by the Higher Education 
Funding Council for England, has 
also published its findings. The review 

found that metrics should support, 
not supplant, expert judgement 
and warned against overemphasis 
on poorly designed indicators. The 
report, titled ‘The Metric Tide’, 
includes 20 recommendations and 
can be downloaded from the review 
team’s blog: responsiblemetrics.org. 
There will also be an annual Bad 
Metric award, and nominations are 
now open.

‘Kiloauthor’ biology paper
A paper on the evolution of the 
Drosophila genome by Wilson 
Leung et al, published in G3: Genes 
Genomes Genetics (4 March, 2015) 
attracted attention due the fact that 
the ‘et al’ included 1013 co-authors, 
most of them undergraduates. Some 
commentators wondered how that 
many authors could qualify for 
authorship according to the widely 
used definition proposed by the 
International Committee of Medical 
Journal Editors (ICMJE). Nature 
reported (21 May 2015) how the 
paper’s senior author defended the 
paper, noting that all the students 
read, critiqued and approved the 
manuscript. A 2012 paper on the 
Higgs boson, published in Physics 
Letters B, had 2932 authors.

Elsevier data sharing policy
Publisher Elsevier announced a new 
policy for sharing and hosting data 
in April 2015. The policy (described 
on the Elsevier Connect platform, 
www.elsevier.com/connect; 30 April 
2015) was strongly criticised by the 
Scholarly Publishing and Academic 
Resources Coalition (SPARC) and 
the Confederation of Open Access 
Repositories (COAR), and they were 
subsequently joined by over 250 other 
organisations, including Creative 
Commons, the American Library 
Association, Research Libraries UK, 
and LIBER: European Research 
Library Association. The criticisms 
centred on the embargo periods and 
CC-BY-NC-ND licence option (see 
www.sparc.arl.org/news).

John Hilton
Editor, Cochrane Editorial Unit,

Cochrane Collaboration, London, UK
hilton.john@gmail.com
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journal blog (http://ese-bookshelf.
blogspot.com) and see your 
postings published in the journal 

EDITORIAL PROCESS

Perkel JM. The trouble with reference 
rot. Nature 2015;521(7550):111-112 
Computer scientists are trying to 
shore up broken links in the scholarly 
literature. Herbert Van de Sompel and 
Martin Klein were interviewed by 
the author of this article on the work 
of the Hiberlink project. They have 
investigated the extent of reference 
rot on scholarly domains and their 
results show an alarming link rot 
ratio. They have also explored ways to 
mitigate it through more systematic 
web archiving practices and link 
decoration techniques.
doi:10.1038/521111a

ETHICAL ISSUES

Catalá-López F, Peiró S, Hutton B, 
et al. Declaration of transparency: 
promoting a more complete, 
honest and adequate publication of 
scientific articles. Revista Española de 
Salud Pública 2014;88(2):181-186
To prevent and detect inappropriate 
conduct in scientific research, 
the authors of this article suggest 
including a “transparency declaration” 
from the corresponding author when 
submitting papers to a journal. It 
should state that the manuscript 
submitted is a complete, honest, 
accurate and transparent report of 
the study, that no important aspects 
have been omitted and that any 
discrepancies from the planned study 
are included in the manuscript.
doi: 10.4321/S1135-57272014000200001

Ecklund E,  Howard J, David R, 
et al. Study highlights ethical 
ambiguity in physics. Physics Today 
2015;68(6):8-10
Interviews of 170 physicists at US and 
UK universities suggest that ethical 

issues in physics are not as black and 
white as many physicists may think. 
Some narrowly defined unethical 
conduct as fabrication, falsification 
and plagiarism, while others also 
included such things as accepting 
funding for military research, 
misusing research funds, abusing the 
peer-review system, misallocating 
credit and authorship, practising 
cronyism, overhyping research results 
and exploiting subordinates. They 
suggest that more needs to be done to 
teach ethics to students and reaffirm 
ethical practices for research scientists.

White SE. A review of big data 
in health care: challenges and 
opportunities. Open Access 
Bioinformatics 2014;6:13-18
Health care is a high-data volume 
industry. A literature review was 
conducted to identify recent articles 
about the use of big data in health 
care. These data have the potential 
to revamp the process of healthcare 
delivery in the US and inform 
providers about the most efficient 
and effective treatment pathways. The 
biggest challenge is determining the 
proper balance between protecting the 
patient’s information and maintaining 
the integrity and usability of data.
doi: 10.2147/OAB.S50519

LANGUAGE AND WRITING

Reeves A. Time to make it shorter: 
plain English in our context. Medical 
Writing 2015;24(1):4-8
This article explores the relevance 
of George Orwell’s six rules for clear 
writing, published in 1946, to medical 
writing. It makes recommendations 
about how to apply them, and adds 
further rules to contribute to plain 
English.
doi: 10.1179/2047480614Z.0000000
00268

von Bruchhausen T, Prechtel K. 
Pharmacovigilance medical writing: 
an evolving profession. Medical 
Writing 2015;24(2):66-71
The pharmacovigilance medical 
writer has a key position in the 

preparation of documents, leading 
the whole document creation process. 
This process includes drafting 
the document, coordinating the 
input of the involved functions, 
providing valuable expertise on 
the required format and contents, 
and detailed guideline knowledge, 
and coordinating the review and 
consolidation of comments.
doi: 10.1179/2047480615Z.0000000
00287

PUBLISHING

Aleixandre-Benavent R, Vidal-Infer 
A, Alonso Arroyo A, et al. Public 
availability of published research 
data in substance abuse journals. 
International Journal of Drug Policy 
2014;25(6):1143-1146
The aim of this study is to analyze the 
open-data policies concerning the 
availability of papers and raw data 
of the scientific research journals 
listed in the substance abuse area of 
the Journal Citation Reports. It also 
analyzes the relationship between 
the journal’s impact factor and the 
storage and reuse policies. Results 
show that most journals support the 
possibility of data storage in thematic 
or institutional repositories. Journals 
accept additional material and reuse 
of data, but most of them have no 
specific instructions for authors to 
follow and present uncertainty as to 
the possibility of publishing the data 
on a website.
doi: 10.1016/j.drugpo.2014.07.007

Ennas G, Di Guardo MC. Features 
of top-rated gold open access 
journals: An analysis of the scopus 
database. Journal of Informetrics 
2015;9(1):79-89
This study aimed to identify the 
features of top-rated gold open access 
(OA) journals by testing seven main 
variables: language, country, years of 
activity and years in the Directory 
of Open Access Journals repository, 
publication fee, the field of study, 
whether the journal was launched 
as OA or converted, and the type of 
publisher. Significant results were 

found for all variables, except for the 
types of publishers, and for launched 
as OA or converted journals.
doi: 10.1016/j.joi.2014.11.007

Golub RM, Fontanarosa PB. 
Researchers, readers, and reporting 
guidelines. Writing between the 
lines. JAMA 2015;313(16):1625-1626
Recognising the potential value of 
reporting guidelines for the peer 
review and scientific publication 
processes, JAMA published several 
of the initial guidelines, including 
CONSORT and MOOSE. A guideline 
checklist assists editors in their 
assessment of submitted manuscripts; 
makes it more likely that a published 
article will include the information 
to allow a researcher to potentially 
reproduce a study; helps ensure that 
the article will include all of the key 
elements necessary for a reader to 
conduct a thorough critical appraisal; 
and helps improve the quality of 
research and advance patient care.
doi: 10.1001/jama.2015.3837

Hill T. Identifying legitimate open 
access journals: some suggestions 
from a publisher. Learned Publishing 
2015;28(1):59-62
The author provides a set of criteria 
by which authors and readers can 
distinguish legitimate open access 
journals from illegitimate ones. The 
list is short, but at the same time 
applicable to a wide range of journals. 
The criteria refer to the following 
issues: readers should be considered 
as customers and should be offered 
services; journals should be included 
in databases and indexes (indexing 
indicates compliance with technical 
and publishing standards); publishers 
should be aware of ethical and legal 
issues and of open access conventions; 
and integrity of the peer review 
process and editorial process should 
be guaranteed.
doi: 10.1087/20150109

Singh Chawla D. ‘Living figures’ 
make their debut. Nature 
2015;521(7550):112. 
The living figure concept fits within 
a central tenet of F1000’s publishing 
philosophy, that papers can be 

continually updated. The online-only 
open-access site publishes articles 
immediately with the status ‘Awaiting 
Peer Review’, then invites scientists 
to review them and post their data. 
Authors can then update their articles 
with new versions. Living figures 
may allow systematic reviews to be 
updated rather than published afresh 
each time. New contributors’ names 
do appear in the legend of updated 
figures, and the updated data set and 
paper have their own DOIs.
doi: 10.1038/nature.2015.17382

RESEARCH EVALUATION

Fazel S, Lamsma J. Beyond the 
impact factor? Evidence Based Mental 
Health 2015;18:33-35
To investigate the possible differences 
between the Journal Impact Factor 
(JIF) and new journal metrics, the 
authors ranked the top 30 journals 
in the clinical neurosciences based 
on their JIF and compared their 
JIF ranking with one that was a 
composite score of their JIF, h5-index, 
Impact per Publication, Source 
Normalised Impact per Paper and 
SCImago Journal Rank rankings. 
They recommend researchers and 
funders should support those journals 
that aim to increase value and 
reduce waste and consider a range of 
impacts, including different journal 
impact factors, when deciding on 
journal choice.
doi: 10.1136/eb-2015-102087

SCIENCE

Announcement: Time to tackle cells’ 
mistaken identity. Nature 16 April 
2015;520:264
This editorial sets out new ways to 
tackle the problem of misidentified 
cell lines.  Changes apply to all Nature 
journals from 1 May 2015. Authors of 
papers involving cell lines are asked to 
check their cell lines against publicly 
available lists of known misidentified 
cell lines. If the authors use a known 
problematic cell line, they are asked to 
provide a scientific justification for its 
use, and clearly state its identity in the 
Methods section. Authors must report 
on a cell line’s source, authentication 

testing, and Mycoplasma testing 
status.  For authentication testing, 
authors are asked to state the test 
method, test result, and when testing 
was last performed.

Baker M. Reproducibility crisis: 
Blame it on the antibodies. Nature 
21 May 2015;521:274-276
Antibodies are among the most 
commonly used tools in biological 
experiments, but they are littering 
the field with false findings. A few 
scientists are pushing for change 
and are calling for the creation of 
standards by which antibodies should 
be made, used and described. Several 
journals (including Nature) ask 
authors to make clear that antibodies 
used in their papers have been profiled 
for that particular application.

Bohannon J. Hoax-detecting 
software spots fake papers. Science 3 
April 2015;348(6230):18-19
Springer announced the creation of 
SciDetect, freely available software to 
detect automatically generated papers. 
The tool uses a statistical technique 
similar to those used by email spam 
filters to automatically detect papers 
created with SCIgen and similar 
programs.

SCIENCE COMMUNICATION

Jubb M. Communication or 
competition: what motivates 
researchers to write articles for 
journals? Learned Publishing 
2014;27(4): 251-252
The author presents insights 
on whether competition or 
communication motivates researchers 
to write and publish articles in 
scholarly journals. He discusses the 
challenges being experienced by 
these researchers, the importance of 
informal communication, the use of 
social media by researchers and the 
interest of research institutes and 
other organisations to promote their 
works. doi: 10.1087/20140403

Anna Maria Rossi  
Publishing Unit

Istituto Superiore di Sanità, Rome
annamaria.rossi@iss.it
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research impact. The future of altmetrics is still unpredictable, 
but today more and more journals and databases publish 
altmetric data, for example, number of tweets about a paper or 
number of shares on Facebook. There is a general terminological 
confusion when discussing usage metrics and altmetrics. Some 
researchers and information specialists consider usage metrics 
as a subset of altmetrics, while others argue the distinction 
between the two terms, stating that usage metrics are much 
older, even than citation metrics. This confusion shows how 
new the fields of usage metrics and altmetrics are. It is important 
to discuss these topics, as constructive discussion could help 
to create new and reliable methods of measuring impact and 
quality in scholarly publishing.

Ivana Hebrang Grgić
Department of Information and Communication Sciences

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences
University of Zagreb
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Evaluating the quality of scholarly journals is the essence 
of scientific communication—it is extremely important to 
identify low quality information. A “basket of metrics”, as 
Colledge and James call the multiple types of measurement 
on which all merit systems should be based, is important 
for objective quality control that has to avoid misuses and 
manipulations.1 The paper in this issue of European Science 
Editing analyses a new possibility of measuring the merit of 
journals and papers—usage metrics that are based on usage 
data created when online scholarly information is used. 

Colledge and James present the results of a survey of the 
international research community to find out how often 
usage metrics are utilised, the most valuable usage metrics, 
and the willingness of researchers to include usage metrics 
in their research evaluation. Usage metrics offer new, added 
value to scholarly communication, but should be combined 
with other metrics. Some journals publish usage metrics, 
but not all the users are aware of their potential. One of the 
results shows that the most common obstacle for those who 
do not use usage metrics, or who use them infrequently, is 
a lack of awareness. Researchers, librarians, and all involved 
in scholarly communication have to be educated about new 
ways of measuring research quality and impact.

The paper also mentions altmetrics, although not as the 
centre of its interest. Altmetrics use new possibilities of Web 2.0, 
such as social networking sites and similar services, to measure 

The importance of metrics in evaluating scholarly journals and papers

EQUATOR/EASE session
28 September 2015, 14.00 – 18.00

How to publish ‘fit for purpose’ research papers and make your 
journal stand out

The ‘Why, Who, What and How’ expert practical session for editors on reducing 
number of unusable research articles

Session 1: Chair - Joan Marsh (Format: Talks and discussion)

Why: the state of medical research literature  Doug Altman 

Who should be involved in improving research publications – researchers, research organisations, funders, 
editors, peer reviewers, publishers  Liz Wager 

What can be done by editors to influence the other players and in changing the ways of their own work David Moher 

How to implement effective interventions Ana Marusic 

Session 2: Chair - Trish Groves   
What has been done and can be done in journals: case studies and discussion

EQUATOR: Reporting guidelines and other resources for editors Iveta Simera

Implementing reporting guidelines: example of speciality journals Jason Roberts

BMC threaded publications and other initiatives Daniel Shanahan

EASE SAGER Reporting Guideline: Sex and Gender Equity in Research Shirin Heidari

Discussion: How to start, barriers and facilitators
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