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Summary
Most small scholarly journals do not have adequate 
documentation about the legal regulation of their work. 
A legal framework includes a number of issues, of which 
the most important is the definition and protection of 
editorial freedom and responsibilities. Such regulation 
makes the work of the journal more efficient, rationalises 
its financial position, and prevents friction in interpersonal 
relationships. Most importantly, in rare and unfortunate 
cases of serious disagreements, pressures on the editors 
and editorial board, and threats to editorial integrity, a 
properly defined legal framework may be of great practical 
importance.
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The position of editor of many small and scholarly journals 
is voluntary, often with no contract for the editorial position. 
Perhaps the journal also does not have a legal place in the 
organisation or association that founded it. The editors and 
the journal may never need this legal framework, but it is 
one of the important aspects of editorial work, almost as 
important for the quality of the journal as its content.

The trigger that prompted the regulation of the 
Croatian Medical Journal
In 1991, we started the Croatian Medical Journal (CMJ) at 
the University of Zagreb School of Medicine with the aim 
“to open the windows and the doors to the world,” so that the 
international community could better appreciate medical 
science in Croatia and that Croatian scientists could have 
a way to join mainstream science1. Three other Croatian 
medical schools, namely those of the universities of Rijeka, 
Osijek, and Split, joined in as founders. We worked hard in 
the very difficult time of war in Croatia2 and slowly built a 
respectable journal3.

In 1998, CMJ was included in Medline and in 1999 in the 
Web of Science citation database3. Our hard work paid off 
and we became a respectable international journal, active in 
international editorial organisations4,5. That was also a time 
of significant change in the publishing world, as publishing 
shifted towards digital. Editorial independence and ethical 
aspects of journal editing also came forward (ICMJE6), 
particularly after the editors-in-chief of JAMA7 and the 
New England Journal of Medicine8 were dismissed. In the 
case of JAMA, the incident led to revision of the Editor’s 
contract, with the aim of protecting editorial freedom and 
better regulating the relationship between the journal and 
the owners9.
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At CMJ these incidents made us think about our position 
and the journal. Who hires and fires us? Who protects our 
rights and makes sure that we act responsibly? What is the 
role of our owners? To what extent and in what way should 
they be involved in the journal? We thought about this a lot 
– the documents that we had at the time were the minutes 
of the first meetings of the editorial board when the journal 
was started and its bodies formed. We started discussing 
these issues within the journal and with the Zagreb Medical 
School management, as well as with a judge from the 
administrative court that handles official acts10. We created 
an agreement on the journal that had the legal strength of 
a contract with the following strategic goal: “We aim to 
strengthen the legal status, present functioning, and future 
of CMJ, so that its existence and success do not depend on 
the enthusiasm of its current editors, but that it remains a 
stable institution embedded in the system, regardless of the 
system’s weaknesses.” I think we were one of the rare small, 
scholarly journals that had such a legal document at the 
time when many large journals did not 11.

This agreement is still valid today and played an 
important role when the integrity of the journal and the 
editorial freedom were endangered12-19.

Pragmatic spirit of the regulatory document
Our agreement was pragmatic, defining clearly and 
unequivocally all the journal’s stakeholders and their 
relationships. The strategic goal was that every involved 
party had an obligation that served the journal’s purposes10,20. 
For example, we decided that all journal proceeds should 
go to the publisher under the condition that the publisher 
handled all financial matters related to journal printing and 
distribution and gave 200 free printed copies to the editorial 
board. The income was modest, the work unsuitable for 
volunteering scholars, and the “free” copies indispensable 
for exchange, presentation, promotion, local archiving and 
other uses10,20. On the other hand, the publisher had the 
discretion to keep the profit from its share in the journal 
publication. Our interest was that the publisher’s profit 
meant greater visibility and public presence of the journal.

Another example is the relationship with the sponsoring 
organizations. When we started to get indexed by 
bibliographical databases and achieved respectable quality, 
a number of professional societies invited us to become their 
official journal. Usually such a request ends up with a list 
of such societies in the journal’s masthead, and – nothing 
else. We accepted the offer, and offered even more: a theme 
issue per year, scientific advice, help with data presentation, 
but we asked for a minimum of one hundred subscriptions 
from the society10,20.

Essays
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Owner and publisher
Our position was that the owner and the publisher 
of a journal are different entities, and should be so 
treated and defined. This approach allows clear-cut and 
pragmatic definition of their rights and, more importantly, 
responsibilities10,20.

As illustrated above, the publisher of CMJ takes care 
of finances and printing and has nothing to do with 
the journal’s policies. The owner, in turn, is usually its 
founder, and assumes professional, moral, and financial 
responsibility. The owner also defines a journal’s strategic 
aims (eg, scientific or educational character, scientific 
profile, language) and its long-term vision. The owner is the 
guardian of editorial integrity and independence20.

Accordingly, in our statute we define (and have 
achieved an agreement) that the journal owners are the 
four founding Croatian medical schools. They control the 
journal through the Management Board (see below) in 
proportion (the number of board members corresponds) 
to their size: Zagreb provides the office space, utilities, 
financial administration services, and contact address; 
Split manages and maintains the website, and Rijeka and 
Osijek add a bit to the small salaries of two editorial office 
administrators (which are otherwise covered by the Zagreb 
School of Medicine)10,20. More owners meant more benefits 
for the journal.

Balancing editorial freedom and responsibility
Are editors really entitled to absolute freedom in their 
work? Most editors feel that way, but few dare to exercise 
this “right”. The reason is that editorial responsibilities are 
not fully defined in relation to the journal owner. We opted 
for “absolute freedom” and “total responsibility”, and – at 
the same time – balanced them10.

Editorial freedom
There is not much to say about the freedom my wife 
Professor Ana Marušić and I as co-editors-in-chief defined 
for ourselves: it was such that the editor would listen to 
everybody and then make a decision (my wife took over 
the international business and I the everyday running of the 
journal).

The editor of a scientific journal makes final decisions 
on submitted manuscripts and the content of journal issues, 
but should also have the right to choose his or her team, 
including the members of the editorial office and editorial 
board. In fact, editors should insist on this right. Changes 
in the team should concern volunteers only, but it is still 
a delicate issue, of which a typical editor of a small, non-
profit scholarly journal rarely dares to speak, even though 
most of them know all too well how inefficient decision-
making is when the entire board talks, discusses and 
decides, and how inefficient and inactive some esteemed 
members of the board can be (the more esteemed they are, 
the less work they do). However, those who want to have 
a good and growing journal, must do so20. As with other 
rights and responsibilities, it is best to set the rules as part 
of the editor’s job contract. I dare say that this is even more 
important with volunteer and unpaid editors than with 

professional ones, because unpaid positions rarely define 
rights and obligations.

There are two key principles of running a science journal 
that can meet all requirements and challenges of editor’s 
work: hard work and full integrity1.

The editor-in-chief should be the one who makes the 
final decisions in the journal, rather than “the first among 
equals” in the editorial board (this was how CMJ worked 
anyway). When the editor-in-chief has the crucial role in 
the journal, which is often the case in small and scholarly 
journals, his or her primary responsibility is to decide on 
any written material submitted to and published by the 
journal. He or she also has a crucial role in deciding about 
the journal’s policy, content, design, advertising material, 
finances, and other operational issues. One benefit of 
concentrating the decision-making power in the editor-
in-chief is that the responsibility for failures and problems 
can easily be identified. The authority of the editor, who is 
publicly exposed, protects other members of the editorial 
board, who are often young and do their work for free 3,5,20.

Editorial responsibility
In our experience, the best way to define the editor’s 
responsibilities to the journal and therefore the owner, is by 
linking the journal owners and the editor (board and office) 
through a management board or board of trustees10,20. This 
management body takes on the responsibility to ensure that 
there is a balance between the owner’s interests and editorial 
independence. If the editor disagrees with the owner’s views 
and/or ambitions or feels that they cannot be fulfilled, he 
or she should step down; if the editor stays, then he or she 
should take full responsibility for the result. At the same 
time, the owner should not interfere with the editor’s style 
of work, but should evaluate editorial work based on the 
journal’s success10.

The clause in our contract that stipulated such editorial 
independence was that any of the owners (in our case 
the four medical schools) could request that the editor 
be dismissed only on the basis of poor journal quality or 
violation of academic integrity. Poor quality was defined 
as exclusion from any of the services in which the journal 
had been indexed when the editor took over the journal, 
and violation of academic integrity had to be evidenced in 
writing and established by the management board in an 
open procedure that involved at least two sessions for the 
exchange of arguments. If the dispute was not settled, it was 
brought before the councils of all owners, in our case the 
four Croatian medical schools14.

The owners, represented by the respective school 
councils, could amend the contract only by consensus and 
not by majority voting. The management board was not 
involved in this procedure.

This clause proved to be crucial in our case. When one 
of the journal owners wanted to question the editorial 
freedom in CMJ14, the clear-cut definition of our editorial 
independence in the contract10 protected us for more than 
three years after the owner disclosed that they wanted to 
limit editorial freedom and have us removed from our 
posts19.
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Those who may think that this story is too unusual, 
specific, and cruel to happen to them are probably right. 
However, if they ever experience pressures of corruption 
or injustice, they should remember that there have been 
editors, and (young volunteer) members of the editorial 
board of a journal who refused to yield, and who, out of 
the sense of loyalty to the journal, created a document that 
enabled them to withstand the pressures with pride and 
integrity and for the benefit of the journal and its readers 
and authors1,4,19.
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