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This introductory chapter presents the scenario of an 
editor freshly appointed to a specialty scientific journal. 
The foremost task for the new editor will be to create an 
editorial policy or overhaul an existing policy to sweep 
some fresh air through the journal pages and herald a 
new era. Even new editors of large journals are driven by 
such forces, as exemplified by the opening sentence of an 
essay by Drummond Rennie [the editor of the Journal of 
the American Medical Association (JAMA)] published in 
the Lancet in 1996: “The Lancet has a new editor, and with 
him come new editorial policies, policies that include the 
introduction of structured abstracts”.1

 The editor may be stepping into the previous incumbent’s 
shoes at an established editorial office or setting up a 
new office in a new location, or even a new journal. As a 
managing editor, I have experienced both situations. My 
first encounter with journals was when I was appointed 
managing editor of Diabetologia in 1997. Rotating between 
different European countries, the journal’s owners, the 
European Association for the Study of Diabetes, appointed 
a new editor-in-chief every 4 years. The new editor-in-
chief was based in Vienna and was a perfect stereotype 
of a clinical journal editor: male, over 50  years old, and 
a practising doctor.2 Neither of us had any experience or 
training in publishing.

We faced a void because the jobs did not come complete 
with a universal set of rules or standard guidelines awaiting 
implementation – they never do. There is no standard 
editorial policy or procedure uniting even the 35,000 
or so biomedical journals. But we did have the luck to 
discover and attend Tim Albert’s editors’ course, which was 
extremely helpful. The course has since been taken over by 
Pippa Smart (www.pspconsulting.org). After that, it was 
a matter of self-teaching through reading the literature. 
Joining the European Association of Scientific Editors 
was a tremendous help as was membership of the World 
Association of Medical Editors (WAME) online listserv. In 
addition, I would now urge new editors, as I did later, to join 
the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE). The most 
comprehensive publication on the roles and responsibilities 
of editors of scientific journals can be found in the Council 
of Science Editors’ (CSE) white paper on Promoting 
Integrity in Scientific Journal Publications. This covers 
editorial responsibilities towards journal owners/publishers 
and the public, editorial freedom, conflicts of interest, 
confidentiality, timelines for publication, retractions, errata, 
considering appeals, addressing allegations of misconduct, 
and addressing authorship disputes. (Details of WAME, 
COPE, CSE and others are given in the section of this 
chapter titled Editors’ Organizations and Resources.)
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“Reading the literature” includes books, for example, 
Peer Review and Manuscript Management in Scientific 
Journals: Guidelines for Good Practice by Irene Hames 
published by the Association of Learned and Professional 
Society Publishers (ALPSP) and Wiley-Blackwell (2007), 
articles by opinion leaders in editorial policy, policies other 
journals publish in their instructions/guide/information 
for authors (the latter to be referred to as IfA throughout 
in this chapter), and guidelines and policy statements 
published by editor organizations. 

It is worth mentioning here that regularly reviewing 
a journal’s IfA is important. An incoming editor should 
ensure that the IfA they inherit refer to the latest version of 
any guidelines they cite. A survey of IfA based on guidelines 
issued by the International Committee of Medical Journal 
Editors (ICMJE) found that 35% cited an outdated version.3 
I have also noticed that medical journals often refer to the 
wrong version of the Declaration of Helsinki, which states 
on its homepage (www.wma.net/en/20activities/10ethics/1
0helsinki/) that the 2008 version is the only official one and 
all previous versions have been replaced and should not be 
used or cited except for historical purposes.4 Familiarity 
with the latest version is particularly important because it 
covers several publication ethics issues.

Guidelines and publications are more prevalent in the 
biomedical field, but wherever possible I will give examples 
from other scientific fields. A driving force of editorial 
policy for biomedical journals is the Uniform Requirements 
for Manuscripts Submitted to Biomedical Journals: Writing 
and Editing for Biomedical Publications produced by the 
ICMJE. These came into being when, in 1978, a group of 
editors from large general medicine journals [the New 
England Journal of Medicine (NEJM), JAMA, Annals of 
Internal Medicine, British Medical Journal, The Lancet] met 
in Vancouver, Canada. The guidelines were intended for 
authors and initially related to the format and reference 
style for manuscripts. An example of an early agreement 
was that editors of the participating journals agreed not 
to return manuscripts for changes in style before review if 
they complied with these requirements.

The Vancouver group has since expanded into the ICMJE 
(www.icmje.org), but it is still confined to editors of general 
medicine journals. The Uniform Requirements have been 
extended to cover such things as redundant or duplicate 
publications, a definition of authorship, editorial freedom 
and integrity, conflict of interest, and confidentiality. Many 
scientific journals base their editorial policy on the Uniform 
Requirements (including many which are not publishing 
biomedical content), but it is important to realize that they 
are rarely adopted in their entirety, and are not altogether 
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be available for review by the editor, if necessary, and that 
all authors must have agreed to the submission and to being 
responsible for its content.

In reality, everything and anything connected with 
running a journal falls within the bounds of editorial 
policy. An example list is provided in the Manual for 
Editors of Health Science Journals published by the Eastern 
Mediterranean Association of Medical Editors15:
•	 aims and scope;
•	 decision-making process for journal policies;
•	 decision-making process for individual manuscripts, 

including peer review;
•	 editing and peer review of non-article material, such as 

editorials and letters;
•	 appeals/conflicts;
•	 authorship and contributorship;
•	 fraud and plagiarism;
•	 duplicate submission/redundant publications;
•	 competing interests (also called conflict of interest);
•	 advertising;
•	 copyright and other legal issues;
•	 distribution models, including free distribution, such 

as open access online publishing;
•	 journal funding;
•	 journal pricing;
•	 roles of editors and governing bodies;
•	 scope of activities of the editorial board and structure 

of the editorial team.

Editors’ organizations and resources
Joining an editors’ organization enables an editor to take 
an active role in and become part of a community. These 
organizations provide a venue where individual questions 
can be discussed with peers. They also publish statements, 
guidelines, and articles that are good resources for setting a 
journal’s editorial policy. 

The European Association of Science Editors (EASE; 
www.ease.org.uk) is an international organization that 
welcomes editors and others involved with scientific 
publications. It holds a conference every 2  years and has 
an online forum where editors can discuss issues that arise. 
Apart from this Handbook, EASE has published Guidelines 
for Authors and Translators of Scientific Articles to be 
Published in English and produces a quarterly journal, 
European Science Editing. The website has a register of 
training courses and members’ publications.

WAME (www.wame.org) is an international, non-profit 
association dedicated to fostering international cooperation 
among editors of peer-reviewed medical journals. 
Membership is free. WAME is a virtual organization that 
conducts all of its activities online and particularly aims 
to support journals in developing nations. Members can 
post questions and discuss topics of interest on its listserv, 
which is a helpful resource to members facing new or 
difficult situations and a good venue for keeping abreast 
of new concerns and developments. WAME produces 
editorial policy statements, which together with resources 
from other organizations and a syllabus for new editors, 
can be found on its website under the heading Resources 

for Editors. The association is also in the early stages of 
developing its programme for Journal Editor Training 
(WAME-JET). When completed, it will be available to 
WAME members at no charge. 

COPE (www.publicationethics.org) is open to editors 
of academic journals and others interested in publication 
ethics. It seeks to address breaches in research and 
publication ethics. COPE publishes a Code of Conduct 
and Best Practice Guidelines for Journal Editors, as well 
as additional guidelines on various topics, for example, 
article retraction. It holds seminars and offers an e-learning 
course on publication ethics. Some very useful flow charts 
on how to handle misconduct are available on its website.

The CSE (www.councilscienceeditors.org) is an 
autonomous organization of editors that was established 
by the National Science Foundation and the American 
Institute of Biological Sciences in the USA. Membership 
is open to anyone associated with the publication process: 
editors, authors, librarians, publishers, etc. Its aim is to 
create a supportive network for career development, 
provide educational opportunities, and develop resources 
for identifying and implementing high-quality editorial 
practices. It produces the highly acclaimed CSE Manual 
for Authors, Editors, and Publishers, which is now in 
its seventh edition, and the bimonthly journal, Science 
Editor. Sample letters for use by editors can be found on its 
website. Conferences are held once a year. Finally, the CSE 
white paper on Promoting Integrity in Scientific Journal 
Publications, updated in 2012, is essential reading and a 
source of useful information.

The ALPSP (www.alpsp.org) serves publishers, 
particularly association and not-for-profit publishers. It 
provides training courses on journal management and 
produces a quarterly journal, Learned Publishing. On its 
website, it maintains a page of hot topics about editorial 
issues with links to information about editorial issues being 
discussed (http://HotTopics.alpsp.org). It also published 
Peer Review and Manuscript Management in Scientific 
Journals: Guidelines for Good Practice in 2007.

The American Chemical Society’s Ethical Guidelines 
to Publication of Chemical Research (http://pubs.acs.org/
userimages/ContentEditor/1218054468605/ethics.pdf ), 
which were revised in 2012, are often used as a model for 
editorial policies in the physical sciences and engineering 
and include a section on editors’ obligations.

The International Congresses on Peer Review in 
Biomedical Publication (www.peerreviewcongress.org/
index.html) is not an editor organization but a series of 
unique congresses organized jointly by JAMA and the 
BMJ every 4 years where original research on biomedical 
journals and their procedures is presented.

The EQUATOR network (www.equator-network.org) is 
a one-stop site for guidelines. According to its website, it ‘is 
an international initiative that seeks to improve reliability 
and value of medical research literature by promoting 
transparent and accurate reporting of research studies’. 
But do not be put off by the reference to medical research. 
EQUATOR has the most comprehensive collection of 
research ethics, publication ethics, and good practice 

accepted as appropriate even by biomedical journals. 
Authors are also uncomfortable with the provisions relating 
to authorship because they fail to include patient care 
criteria or make sufficient allowance for practical research 
contributions.5 (See also Chapter 3.6 on authorship in this 
Handbook.)

Another reason for their lack of universal appeal is 
their failure to take account of the differences between 
general and specialist journals. The original five journals 
that formed the Vancouver group are often called the big 
five. Like the large scientific journals such as Nature and 
Science, they employ full-time editors with a huge editorial 
staff. They are large commercial enterprises. Some upper-
tier journals have profit ratios in the ranges achieved by 
pharmaceutical companies.6  Contrasting with this, specialty 
scientific journals typically have a part-time editor who is 
often a researcher and is active within the same community 
as the journal’s authors and readers. The editorial office 
will only have a small office staff whose responsibilities 
might be restricted to processing manuscripts, or extend 
to editing and even publishing them. They have a limited 
budget. In non-biomedical fields finances are, if anything, 
even tighter. While the large journals battle with a deluge 
of submissions, small journals might be more concerned 
about where the next submission might come from. For 
example, the Center for Science in the Public Interest 
(www.cspinet.org) sent a letter to about 200 journals urging 
them to strengthen their policies on disclosure of conflicts 
of interest, but several responses reflected editorial fears of 
rigid policies, which they thought could make authors send 
their papers elsewhere.7

Furthermore, the imposition of rules by the “big boys” 
on editors of specialty journals might be resented by 
editors in small communities, whose smaller collective 
may impose different constraints and quality assurance 
practices. Barriers that arise from being part of a small 
community might affect the specialty journal’s editorial 
policies, for example, introducing policies of open peer 
review (where the author will be aware of the identity of 
the reviewer who makes negative comments about his 
manuscript) might not be quite so easy as it would be for a 
large journal with a sizeable pool of contributors. The BMJ 
is an example of a journal that requires reviewers to sign 
their comments for authors, but the editors of specialty 
journals in its publishing group, who operate in closer-knit 
academic communities, have not been persuaded to follow 
suit.

Isolation of part-time editors from their fellow editors 
might be another reason for the lack of uniformity in 
editorial policies, added to which journals have been 
reluctant to publish their policies. Uncovering details of 
a particular scientific journal’s policies can be likened to 
a Sherlock Holmes investigation in which almost the only 
clues are buried in the IfA. Before the second International 
Congress on Peer Review in Biomedical Publication 
(1994), not even the big five general medical journals had 
published their procedures.8 As a result of the accusation of 
inherent secrecy in editorial aspects of scientific publishing 
made at this congress, policies can now be found on the 

websites of the Annals of Internal Medicine, BMJ, JAMA, 
Lancet and NEJM. 

 Communication through the instructions is sometimes 
supplemented by editorials and articles in the journal, 
which many large journals, for example, the NEJM, link 
to their websites. A survey of 278 journals’ instructions 
to authors in the year 2000 found that only 19% gave a 
comprehensive description of their peer review process. The 
survey concluded that it is difficult to determine whether 
and how a journal is peer reviewed and recommended that 
journals should develop standard reporting requirements 
for the peer review process.9

The Uniform Requirements mention the variation 
between journal procedures and because of this variation 
urge disclosure of procedures in journals’ instructions to 
authors. Notwithstanding these calls for disclosure, the 
majority of specialty biomedical journals, which account 
for 86% of all citations, have been slow to publicize their 
procedures and policies, with journals in other scientific 
areas lagging further behind.10 Although since the first 
edition of this chapter was published in 2003 increasing 
awareness of scientific misconduct has in general led 
journals to insert more detail on ethical standards in 
their IfA, many believe that IfA could still be more 
comprehensive. Excellent models of journal policies have 
been published by the Journal of Neurosurgery11 and Annals 
of Emergency Medicine,12 whose editors have also published 
a good instructional guide for peer reviewers of biomedical 
manuscripts based on a fictional manuscript.13

In recent years, publishers have taken more interest in 
the editorial policies of their journals and have encouraged 
them to adopt policies prescribed by the publishing house, 
which in turn draw on the ICMJE and other guidelines. A 
systematic review of authorship across disciplines found 
that the meaning and importance of authorship differed 
between the humanities and sciences. To some extent, 
this could be traced back to the differences in Elsevier’s 
and Wiley-Blackwell’s definitions of authorship. Elsevier 
predominantly publishes life-science journals while Wiley-
Blackwell has a large portfolio of humanities journals.14 
Publishers also host editors’ meetings and workshops, 
and in my experience it is worthwhile for an editor to take 
advantage of these.

What is an editorial policy?
A policy is a course or principle of action adopted to guide 
decisions or an overall plan embracing the general goals of 
an enterprise. Policy also has connotations of prudence and 
sagacity in the management of affairs, in our case editorial. 
A brief examination of a few journals’ instructions to 
authors reveals the all-embracing aspect of this definition. 
The paragraph headed Editorial Policy, if there is one, varies 
in its content from journal to journal. For some journals, 
editorial policy merely reflects the subject matter of the 
articles it prints and categories of manuscripts it accepts. 
For others, these items fall under the heading Scope and 
the editorial policy can range from a statement about the 
costs of reprints to a brief description of the reviewing 
procedure, or even a requirement that original data must 
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guidelines and resources for all scientific disciplines 
listed and linked on its website. It even includes a list of 
publishers’ policies on publication ethics. EQUATOR 
(www.equator-network.org) also organizes workshops and 
seminars. Presentations from past annual lectures can be 
accessed online.

The Eastern Mediterranean Association of Medical 
Editors was established as a result of the first and second 
regional conferences on medical journals held in Cairo 
in 2003 and Riyadh in 2004, respectively. It is a non-
governmental, non-partisan, and non-profit organization 
supported by the World Health Organization. It provides 
some training courses and irregular conferences to 
discuss medical journal publishing within the region, and 
also publishes the Manual for Editors of Health Science 
Journals, which is available free on its website in English, 
French, and Arabic.15

Conclusion
This chapter outlines the difficulties a new editor faces in 
seeking models on which to base a new or revised editorial 
policy, but our new editor does not need to touch a void. 
There are excellent editors’ organizations to join as well as 
courses for editors and too many books, guidelines, and 
articles to list here.
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Some topics in scientific publication become hot and then 
dwindle again. Structuring manuscript format was the hot 
topic of the 1940s and resulted in the Introduction, Methods, 
Results and Discussion (IMRAD) format, which appeared 
to be set in stone – until recently. The internet is currently 
changing the structure of articles, for example, to stand 
alone sections, interactive figures, to include video clips, 
audio files, Google Earth maps, and links to databases. The 
basic structure of manuscripts is consequently currently in 
a state of flux.

Other issues that were extant when the first chapters 
of the Handbook were written in 2003 have never left the 
limelight and are no less important today, for example, 
somewhat frustratingly there is still no consensus on dealing 
with conflicts of interest (CoI) and defining authorship (see 
the section on ethics in this Handbook). However, attitudes 
are changing. Journal editors were concerned about 
misconduct 10 years ago, but strongly maintained that they 
could not police it. In the meantime, they have gradually 
become more proactive in the prevention, detection, and 
policing of misconduct, for example, by adopting the use 
of plagiarism detection software. The Lancet, for instance, 
screens the text of all seminars, reviews, and other non-
research material before peer review.1

 In 2003, I wrote that the meagre representation of 
developing countries in journals was a concern hovering 
in the wings. Web archives and open-access electronic 
journals are now having a levelling effect among different 
countries, and also between small and large institutions.2 
Many more editors from developing countries are 
participating in international editors’ associations such 
as the World Association of Medical Editors (WAME). 
AuthorAID (www.authoraid.info) provides support and 
mentoring to authors in developing countries and a forum 
to discuss and disseminate research.

Before attempting to rewrite the chapters I wrote for 
the Handbook in 2003, I asked a number of editors and 
publishers which topics of editorial policy they considered 
had been most important over the past 10 years and which 
of the changes their journals had made to editorial polices 
over the same period they were most proud of. The answers 
I received highlighted the invasive knock-on effect of the 
internet, which has permeated every aspect of editorial 
policy. One journal editor was most proud of their journal’s 
achievement in publishing articles in multiple formats 
including print, online (HTML and PDF), CD-ROM, 
EPUB (for digital devices), and Kindle. The journal 
even publishes in Digital Accessible Information System 
(DAISY) format for visually impaired readers, recognizing 
that many countries are enacting legislation requiring that 
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websites are user-friendly for blind and visually impaired 
readers. This chapter highlights the areas of editorial policy 
mentioned in the editors’ answers to my two questions and 
cites chapters in the Handbook which cover the specific 
area in detail.

Manuscript volume and publication speed
Journals have to cope with more manuscripts and less time 
than they had 10 years ago. The ever-increasing emphasis 
on publication for career promotion has pushed up the 
number of submissions, while the scientific community 
exerts pressure for fast access to information. Pre-screening 
with quicker turnaround time has taken off. In this process, 
all manuscripts are reviewed by in-house editors and either 
rejected immediately or sent out for external review. About 
half the original articles the BMJ receives are rejected after 
in-house review. Note that the International Committee of 
Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) defines a peer-reviewed 
journal as one that has submitted most of its published 
articles for review by experts who are not part of the 
editorial staff. Published articles, not rejected manuscripts, 
are caught by this definition. Furthermore, some publishers 
have introduced a system of cascading manuscripts where 
a manuscript rejected by one of their journals can, with 
the authors’ consent, immediately be passed on to another 
journal for consideration. 

Most journals now have a fully electronic submission 
and management system, which has advantages both for 
authors, who can keep track of their manuscripts passing 
through the review process, and for journals in the ease 
and speed of managing the process. Because researchers 
want fast access to information, once articles are accepted 
for publication they have to be searchable on the internet. 
Rapid online publication before print publication is now 
almost standard practice among large science, technology, 
and medicine journals.

Access
Open access has become a hot topic as a result of increasing 
online publishing and has led to a shift away from the 
subscription business model towards article process 
charges. Even journals that are not fully open access have 
to consider offering an open access choice in response 
to demands by funders of research. A decision has to be 
made as to when articles will become open access, which 
must accommodate research funders’ requirements for the 
results of the research they fund to be freely available. (For 
more on the topic of open access, see Chapter 6.6.)
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Data access and sharing
Recent years have seen an increasing shift towards a 
concept of society rather than researchers being the owners 
of data produced through research, which has led to data-
sharing policies.8 Journals are increasingly requesting that 
authors share their raw data. Examples of shared data are 
nucleotide or genome sequences, microarray analysis, and 
patient data. A publicly accessible database should be cited 
in articles to allow other researchers to access these data 
to test the repeatability of the findings. Data that are not 
publicly available should be posted on an institutional or 
other publicly accessible website. Where it is not possible 
to make such data sets publicly available (for example, 
because they are commercially sensitive or are restricted by 
law), this should be made clear in the article and details of 
how to discuss the data with the author should be made 
available.

One of the policies Plant has adopted, and of which it 
is most proud, is that before a paper reporting non-profit 
research can be published in the journal, authors have to 
state that on request they will provide all the biological 
and chemical materials not commercially available that 
are used for the experiments reported. According to their 
instructions to authors, requests must be reasonable with 
regard to the amount of material that can be provided 
and the sharing of costs, particularly when materials have 
required substantial effort for their production. Plant 
refuses to publish a paper if its authors are not prepared 
to provide a statement or are restricted from doing so, for 
example, by commercial partners.

The BMJ, which has published data-sharing statements 
since 2009 and has partnered with the Dryad Digital 
Repository since 2011, have just announced that they 
require authors of papers relating to drugs and devices to 
make a commitment to sharing the patient-level data on 
reasonable request.9

Data segregated by sex
Men and women are different. Not the fact itself, but rather 
its recognition by biomedical journals is new. Recent years 
have seen an acceptance that research based on male or 
disaggregated participants has resulted in less evidence-
based clinical management of women. Some journals have 
implemented policies to tackle this problem. For example, 
the Journal of Urology specifies that sex and minorities 
be identified in the collection and analyses of data. The 
Journal of the International AIDS Society is proud of its sex/
gender policy, which encourages authors to provide data 
disaggregated by sex and a sex/gender analysis.

Animal research
There has been growing concern in recent years about the 
use of animals in research. Journals publishing bioscience 
research where laboratory animals are used should consider 
adopting the Animal Research: Reporting of In Vivo 
Experiments (ARRIVE) guidelines, which are intended to 
improve reporting of such research.10 An article published 
by the Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour 
provides comprehensive guidance on animal welfare 

in studies and explains the principles of replacement, 
reduction, and refinement.11

Publication of negative results
Scientific literature is biased because many more positive 
than negative results are published and this has also become 
a subject of concern over recent years. An analysis of over 
4600 papers published in all disciplines found that the 
number of papers reporting positive results increased by 
over 22% between 1990 and 2007.12 Effort would be saved if 
scientists were aware of negative results in their area of study 
before they embarked on experiments and in biomedicine 
lives could be saved. (See Ben Goldacre’s brilliant TED 
lecture.)13 Failure to publish results that are not of statistical 
significance can be attributed to two causes: first, authors’ 
reluctance to submit their failed studies for publication, 
and second, the editor’s unwillingness to publish such 
articles. Articles with negative results are less likely to be 
cited than those with positive results, and many editors will 
reject such papers to avoid a negative effect on their impact 
factor (for one author’s experience see www.scilogs.com/
the_gene_gym/my-published-negative-result).

The ICMJE places an obligation on journals to publish 
negative results and WAME proclaims that studies with 
negative results should be considered for publication on the 
same terms as those with positive results.

Publishing articles that could pose a threat to public 
health and national security
The events of 11 September 2001 triggered a debate 
on journals’ responsibilities regarding publication of 
information that might assist terrorists. Research that 
can be deliberately misused to cause a biological threat 
to public health or national security is called dual-use 
research (DUR). The National Science Advisory Board for 
Biosecurity (NSABB) has defined a DUR of concern (DURC) 
as ‘research that, based on current understanding, can be 
reasonably anticipated to provide knowledge, products, or 
technologies that could be directly misapplied by others to 
pose a threat to public health and safety, agricultural crops 
and other plants, animals, the environment or material’. 
Although articles of this type are rare, it is important that 
editors of journals in the fields of microbiology, infectious 
agents, agriculture, and medicine have policies in place 
to deal with any they may receive. An excellent recent 
commentary on the topic urges journals to adopt policies 
on the review, editorial evaluation, and decisions to publish 
DURC manuscripts.14 The Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences (PNAS), Nature, Science, and the 
Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) have 
policies in place and the NSABB have produced guidelines 
for communicating and publishing DURC results.
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Space
While, on the one hand, online only journals no longer have 
space problems, on the other readers are overloaded with 
articles engendering a trend towards shorter, one-message 
articles or title and abstract styles that convey the message 
and obviate the necessity to read the paper at all. The editor 
should be aware of the dangers, for example, of titles that 
state the results (known as declaratory titles), which some 
journals, for instance, American Journal of Ophthalmology, 
avoid.3

The ability to publish information supplemental to that 
provided in a manuscript has been another side effect of 
publication on the internet. Plant now insists that data 
that would formerly have been cited in manuscripts 
as unpublished or not shown are now included in the 
supporting information published online. However, the 
increasing trend for more supplemental material to be 
published with articles has broadened the scope for suspect 
material. Journals need to scrutinize this material with the 
same vigour as the manuscript itself, which adds to the 
burden of peer review. For this reason, Science will only 
publish such material if it is essential to the integrity and 
quality of the paper, while some journals no longer publish 
supplemental material. For example, see the explanation 
given by the Journal of Neuroscience for not including 
supplementary data with articles.4

Peer review
Some journals are adopting innovative approaches to peer 
review with post- as opposed to pre-publication review 
via online forums. Open-access journals are leading the 
way in experimenting with peer-review models. PLOS 
ONE asks reviewers to base their judgement on the 
soundness of the methodology rather than the novelty 
of the research. The journal of the European Molecular 
Biology Organization (EMBO) practices an open peer 
review, where the reviewers’ names are included on the 
peer-review reports, which are published with the final 
version of the accepted manuscript. The online journal 
Biology Direct (www.biology-direct.com) allows authors 
to select reviewers for their manuscript from the journal’s 
editorial board. Moreover, the internet offers reviewers the 
ability to search for information about the authors (and the 
topic) to obtain more background information. The future 
could see peer review commercialized. Companies that 
offer peer reviewing services to authors and pay reviewers 
(e.g. Rubriq) or outsourcing of peer review to journals (e.g. 
Peerage of Science) are beginning to emerge. They promote 
their services as being faster than the traditional process and 
relieving the burden on the overstretch pool of voluntary 
reviewers. To read more about emerging peer review 
models, see the section on peer review in this Handbook.

Style
Articles can be accessed by a wider audience through the 
internet than when they were only available in print. Attempts 
should therefore be made to ensure they give sufficient 
explanation and avoid speciality-specific jargon, so that they 
can be understood by a wider readership. At the same time, 

more articles written by non-native speakers of English are 
published in English. Many small journals attempt to help 
their author community with the presentation, language, 
and style of their articles. How much time-consuming help 
is the editorial staff able to provide? The Annals of Emergency 
Medicine adopted a policy of author support in its early days, 
but as submissions increased it had to rationalize. Now, when 
a paper needs a second or third revision the senior editor 
must be consulted to consider rejection. This has reduced 
the workload and frustration of both editors and authors. 
Taylor & Francis is an example of a publisher who is offering 
support with its Author Services site (http://journalauthors.
tandf.co.uk/). Questions on style and grammar can be 
submitted through this site. 

Plagiarism and manipulation
Online access facilitates plagiarism but also makes it easier 
to detect it with tools such as CrossCheck (www.crossref.
org/crosscheck/index.html), as discussed in Chapter 6.5. 
With the digitalization of images came the inevitable 
prospect of enhancing data. Editors need to consider their 
stance on image manipulation, but few journal guidelines 
define where the line between acceptable adjustments and 
fraud should be drawn. The Journal of Cell Biology is at 
the forefront of manipulation detection and an article by 
its managing editor explains their policies and lists other 
journals that provide guidelines.5

Copyright associated with the use and reuse of published 
articles, and the deposit of pre-print and post-print articles 
in repositories has become a hot topic and is discussed in 
detail in Chapter 6.7.

Disclosure
Awareness of the need to acknowledge funding has 
increased. Some journals are asking authors more questions, 
for example, Plant now questions authors who fail to 
include grant numbers and details of funders. The BMJ 
asks authors of review articles if they have been prompted 
or paid to write and whether the article was written by 
them or a medical writer. Authors in open access journals 
should likewise divulge who paid the publishing charge. 
Approaches to authors’ conflict of interest (CoI) disclosures 
are covered in detail in Chapter 5.3. Having implemented 
CoI policies, journals then need to decide whether to 
publish the declarations of authors’ competing interests.

One of the most impressive advances in medical 
journal policy since the first edition of the Handbook is 
certainly the requirement for clinical trial registrations. 
The number of registrations increased rapidly following 
implementation, in September 2005, of the ICMJE policy 
requiring registration as a prerequisite for considering 
an article relating to a clinical trial for publication.6 The 
number of biomedical journals stipulating that trials 
need to be registered before they can be considered for 
publication is continuing to increase. The requirement 
for registration has shown how journal policies can have 
a positive influence on research conduct and has helped to 
combat publication bias and selective reporting of outcome 
measures and results.7



3.2: Today’s hot topics in editorial policy

102 Science Editors’ Handbook

3 Goodman N.W. From Shakespeare to Star Trek and beyond: a Medline 
search for literary and other allusions in biomedical titles. BMJ 2005; 
331: 1540–1542.

4 Maunsell J. Announcement regarding supplemental material. Journal of 
Neuroscience 2010; 30: 10599–10600. 

5 Rossner M. and Yamanda K.M. What’s in a picture? The temptation of 
image manipulation. Journal of Cell Biology 2004; 166: 11–15.

6 Zarin D.A., Tse T. and Ide N.C. Trial registration at ClinicalTrials.gov 
between May and October 2005. New England Journal of Medicine 
2005; 353: 2779–2787.

7 Krleza-Jerić K, Chan AW, Dickersin K, et al. Principles for international 
registration of protocol information and results from human trials 
of health related interventions: Ottawa statement (part 1). BMJ 2005; 
330: 956–958.

8 Guttmacher A.E., Nabel E.G. and Collins F.S. Why data-sharing 
policies matter. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the 
United States of America 2009; 106: 16894.

9 Godlee F. Clinical trial data for all drugs in current use. BMJ 2012; 345: 
e7304.

10 Kilkenny C., Browne W., Cuthill I.C., et al. Animal research: reporting 
in vivo experiments--the ARRIVE guidelines. Journal of Cerebral 
Blood Flow and Metabolism 2011; 31: 991–993.

11 Anon. Guidelines for the treatment of animals in behavioural research 
and teaching. Animal Behaviour 2012; 83: 301–309. 

12 Fanelli, D. Negative results are disappearing from most disciplines and 
countries. Scientometrics 2012; 90: 891–904. 

13 TED. Ben Goldacre: What doctors don’t know about the drugs they 
prescribe, http://www.ted.com/talks/ben_goldacre_what_doctors_
don_t_know_about_the_drugs_they_prescribe.html (2012, accessed 
18 April 2013).

14 Nightingale S.L. Scientific publication and global security. Journal of 
the American Medical Association2011; 306: 545–546.



Smart P., Maisonneuve H. and Polderman A. (eds) Science Editors’ Handbook
European Association of Science Editors. www.ease.org.uk

Written 2005, revised 2013© The authors, 2013

‘Be prepared to work very hard, it is a labor of love’1

Starting a scientific journal is a daring endeavour; 
establishing it is a challenge that is both long-lasting 
and rewarding − one should think carefully before 
embarking. The precise tasks and challenges depend on 
the circumstances in which the journal is being started, but 
the considerations and recommendations we present are 
relevant to most.

Why start a new journal?
Just as authors publish for different reasons, editors start 
journals for different reasons. Some may want to provide 
a home for new research, perhaps because it cuts across 
traditional boundaries;2,3 others may want to provide 
a forum for an increasing amount of research being 
conducted in a growing or emerging field, perhaps as part 
of the activity of a newly formed society. Some would-be 
editors are dissatisfied with the journals already in the field, 
whether because of their perceived quality, their editorial 
service4 or policies, or because of the level of access to 
articles post-publication.5 And riding alongside all this 
there may also be a desire to teach, inform, or to stimulate 
discussion.

The benefits to the community behind the journal can 
be significant. A journal can nurture, consolidate, and 
promote the research culture within the community by 
becoming a pivot for scientific activity, for instance, by 
raising issues, discussing controversies, setting the scientific 
standards, and, of course, helping researchers to make 
their work public. This is especially important for small 
communities and, even more so, if finances are limited; for 
instance, in a primary care community doing important 
but essentially unfunded research, or in a low- or middle-
income country looking to raise awareness of what it has 
to offer to the general scientific discourse.4,6 A journal in 
such circumstances can open doors and windows to the 
world − doors because it may allow researchers within that 
community to engage more fully with the global discourse 
and windows because the global community will be able to 
see and assess the science being produced.7,8

What you need to consider when starting a new 
journal
Most people will look to have their journal published by 
an established publisher, but with advances in desktop 
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publishing this does not have to be the case. Many societies 
or individuals publish their journals themselves. In 
whatever way you expect to be published, it is important to 
work through the following points.

Does the journal have a vision?
There are many good ideas, and many motivated people 
in the world, but neither necessarily translates to the 
production of a financially sustainable journal. There are 
three things to consider. First, the scope needs to be very 
clearly defined. Journals dedicated to a specific subfield or 
an intersection between existing fields, but with a specific 
focus, are likely to do best.

Secondly, the journal needs a unique selling point. You 
should not simply aim to be scientifically better or more 
original than existing journals. You need to have some 
functional specificity, such as a new way of presenting 
information or a different editorial focus, otherwise the 
journal is likely to be lost in the pool of established journals.

And, thirdly, you need a clear idea of who the target 
audience is, how large it is, and what they would expect to see 
in a new journal. We advise prospective editors to perform 
a SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 
threats) of the new journal before making definite plans 
(see Resources below). Established publishers are likely 
to do their own research to see if there is a market for the 
journal, and it would be good for you to be involved so that 
you understand the publisher’s perspective and priorities.

What media will you use?
Journals can be published both online and in print, online 
only, or print only. It would be unusual for a new journal not 
to have an online component due to people’s information 
retrieval habits and the additional functionality available. 
In the online-and-print model, the printed version of the 
journal may only need to be a compendium of what is 
published online. You should aim to serve the information 
needs of your community as well as you possibly can and it 
may be part of your unique selling point to offer something 
new. Authors already expect online submission and 
production systems, while reviewers count on being able to 
return their reports online. Your community may benefit 
from including large datasets or videos with their articles, 
or from being able to access the information from mobile 
devices, such as smartphones and tablets.
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and contains both senior people for credibility and less 
experienced people who will be keen to take on some 
work to establish their name and reputation. It should be 
structured with varying amounts of responsibility.

Defining roles and tenures at the outset is also vital so 
that everyone knows what is expected of them and so that 
you can refresh the board at a regular interval without 
damaging professional relationships. Editorial board 
members should be expected to submit papers to the 
journal, contribute to peer review (either as reviewers or 
adjudicators, or by suggesting other people as reviewers), 
and promote the journal. It is also advisable to ask the 
editorial board upfront to suggest people who can peer 
review for the journal; maintaining a database of these 
people, preferably with some indication of their specific 
fields of interest, would help to ensure that the peer review 
process runs smoothly.

Your editorial policy needs to be defined and declared. 
Providing a fair, responsive and rapid peer review service is 
the best advertisement for your journal − authors are more 
likely to return if they feel they were treated well. Above the 
threshold of scientific accuracy, the journal’s quality level 
needs to be decided. Having a high quality level makes 
it tougher to maintain the flow of published articles at 
the beginning but can stand the journal in good stead by 
making it clear that you will only publish the best.

Ensuring that the journal publishes on a regular basis 
is a major challenge in the early days. First, you have to 
convince people to submit to an unproven journal, and it 
is best to do this by trying to get ‘hot’ papers in the field 
or papers from ‘hot’ researchers. This latter target might 
be best achieved by asking the editorial board to submit 
their own work. They might not submit their best piece of 
research but something sound and of significance would 
help to establish the journal’s credibility.

Beyond the editorial board, you should actively 
encourage other established researchers to consider your 
journal, either by sending them marketing material or by 
talking to them directly. One way to convince them is to 
promise that you will ‘editorialize’ around their paper. For 
instance, you could commission a related commentary 
from another hot researcher (perhaps someone from your 
editorial board), send a press release, fast-track the peer 
review, and/or feature the paper on the front cover or 
home page. In truth, at the very beginning, your personal 
relationships with fellow researchers will have the strongest 
effect so you must find time to devote to this. Remember 
that established people are more likely to take a risk on a 
new journal because they have less to lose, whereas less 
established researchers may be less likely because they 
are concerned with getting published in existing journals 
with known impact factors. Eventually, you will find that 
unsolicited research will be submitted, although at the 
beginning it may not be of the highest quality. To further 
ensure that the journal publishes on a regular basis, you 
should consider commissioning articles, such as reviews 
and commentaries. Reviews should be educational, written 
in an easily accessible style, and focused on the kinds of 
areas you would like research articles to cover. A good 

review article will tell your readers that you, as a journal, 
are competent in that field and hence will be able to peer 
review their manuscript responsibly.

Commentaries are more timely pieces, usually 
commenting on a contemporary issue affecting the field. 
Although they are unlikely to be cited much, they do tell 
your readers that you are aware of the issues affecting the 
field and are looking to discuss and debate them. When 
commissioning articles, it is important to ask ‘big names’ 
in the field as they will lend reputation to the journal, but 
such people are often over-committed and tend to miss 
deadlines. It is safe to assume that only 25–50% of the 
articles you commission will be delivered on time, so you 
should ‘over-commission’ to compensate for this.

An important longer term strategy for content flow 
is ensuring exposure. This can be provided by indexing 
services and online search engines. A marketing plan is 
also essential and can include email and postal mailing 
campaigns, and posters, leaflets and calling cards to be 
distributed by any member of the editorial board attending 
conferences. 

Where communities are active in social media, it can 
be effective in getting your content and your journal 
known. Well run social media activity, such as through 
Twitter accounts and blogs, will embed the journal in the 
discussions that are happening and will demonstrate its 
influence. The principles of open access increase visibility 
and can be used to improve the impact of published work. 
The lack of barriers to access aids discoverability through 
search engines and engagement through social media 
(a linked article can be viewed by anyone). The ability to 
reuse the information in whole or in part (with attribution) 
means that work can be data-mined for higher level analysis 
and can easily be used in educational material. 

Your journal could benefit by being associated with 
a relevant society, organization, or meeting. This can be 
done without becoming the official journal of the body or 
meeting, for example, by co-marketing each other (you could 
then say that you have an affiliation without contractual 
obligations). Maintaining editorial independence is crucial 
in any outside collaborations. It is always best to choose 
organizations that have a credible scientific standing in the 
field, as their reputation will reflect well on your journal.

One way to collaborate with a meeting is to publish the 
abstracts or articles (subject to peer review) in a thematic 
issue of the journal. Alternatively, if the focus of the issue 
is of interest to a commercial company, you could consider 
having a supplement, the cost of which will be covered by 
the company and may lead to revenue for the journal. It is, of 
course, essential that peer review standards are maintained 
and that editors can walk away from supplements if they 
feel those standards are being breached.

As we hope to have emphasized, starting and establishing 
a journal is not easy but can be hugely rewarding for those 
ready for the challenge. We could not cover everything you 
will come up against, but that is part of the experience. Being 
prepared to work at it and taking this information into 
account will set you on the right road to being successful.

It is also worth noting that while creating an online 
journal may seem simple, given the ease of use of modern 
web design software, being able to provide established 
functionality in a simple way that is automatically updated 
is likely to be best achieved through a publisher.

How will the journal be financially sustainable?
To publish a journal requires some financial investment – 
to set up the online systems, to promote the journal, etc. 
The journal’s parent institution or publisher may cover 
these, or they may be a requirement of the business plan. 
It is very important that the set-up and ongoing costs are 
correctly estimated and a plan is in place to ensure that the 
required funds will be available.

If external funding is required, a journal can generate 
revenue directly from selling its content, from advertising 
and sponsorship, and from additional services that it 
provides. Traditionally, journals have levied a charge 
for their output − readers (or, more commonly, their 
institutions) pay a subscription to receive the journal. 
It may also be possible to sell online access to individual 
articles as an additional revenue stream.

Some researchers and publishers have argued that 
science is better served if research articles can be accessed 
without restriction − this is called providing open access 
to the articles (see Resources section). For this to happen, 
subscriptions are forgone, so instead of levying a charge for 
their output, open access journals may charge at input − 
either when an article is submitted, or when it is accepted, 
or a combination of both. It is worth noting that a single 
journal can use a combination of input and output; for 
instance, by levying a charge at input for research articles, 
while maintaining an output charge for non-research 
articles, such as reviews and commentaries. (Open access 
and its business models are dealt with elsewhere in the 
Handbook, Chapter 6.6.)

Advertising and sponsorship can also provide revenue 
streams. The likelihood of obtaining revenue from this area 
must be evaluated based on the potential of the subject area.

What will the journal look like?
If you are working with an established publisher, they will 
usually suggest how the journal should look (both online 
and in print), ideally with options that you can customize. 
For instance, the overall layout of the website may be 
standardized to the publisher’s house style, but you may be 
allowed to choose the logo, colours, and the exact make up 
of the home page from a variety of available modules. Check 
that the publisher’s websites are easy to navigate so that your 
authors will easily be able to find the information they need.

If you do need to choose a design for the journal, 
remember that most academic journals have a professional 
look and feel, and it would be best to stay in line to ensure 
credibility.

What people will be required?
Running a journal takes time. At first, you may be able 
to tap into your own enthusiasm and the enthusiasm of 
your editorial board. However, as the work increases, you 

may need to fund an editorial office − this could include 
anything from covering the costs of your internet access 
to employing a full time member of staff to administer the 
journal. Therefore, before approaching a publisher, it is also 
important to know whether you (or the society behind you) 
have available staff to do this work, or are in a position to 
make a financial contribution to employing them. Most 
publishers offer the option of a Journal Editorial Office 
service to run the administration of peer review for you. 

Traditionally, editors-in-chief and editorial boards 
undertake editorial work around their regular employment. 
They do not receive a salary, mainly because working 
on journals has been considered as an integral part of 
academic life; indeed, some would argue editorship should 
be considered an honorary position rather than a real work 
post. However, it is not unusual for people to request an 
honorarium, the size of which may depend on the amount 
of work involved.

If you are self-publishing, you will need administrative 
staff to undertake the publishing functions, such as 
developing the website, managing the finances, planning 
and undertaking promotional activities, record-keeping, 
ensuring currency with publishing technologies and 
reader/author expectations, etc. This role should not be 
underestimated – particularly where there is little previous 
experience of publishing functions.

What language will the journal be in?
English has become the language of science, so a new 
journal looking to contribute to the global discourse should 
usually be in English. However, translations of full articles 
or abstracts into other languages can greatly increase the 
reach of a journal. This is a pragmatic question, and the 
answer really depends on what the journal is attempting 
to achieve.

 What is crucial to establishing the journal
Of all the factors involved, the editor is key to the reputation 
and ultimate success of any journal.

Beyond that, a new journal will not survive without a 
clear development strategy that includes targets. The points 
mentioned here should be considered before the journal is 
launched and worked into your strategy. Our experience 
suggests that it takes 2 to 7 years to establish a journal − and 
by that, we mean until it becomes a stable part of the field 
and is able to run under its own momentum. It is important 
to accept that the strategy will evolve, with different aspects 
taking priority at different times.

The journal’s organizational structure should involve all 
parties relevant to the journal’s existence and should clearly 
define their roles. Each party (the owners, publishers, 
sponsoring institutions, editorial board) should have clear 
responsibilities (see Chapter 3.5), and none, either by power 
or by weakness, should endanger the journal’s existence 
and editorial freedom.9

The editorial board’s role is most crucial during the early 
years. The journal’s reputation will ride on the standing of 
board members until a substantial article base has accrued. 
A successful board is representative of the subject area 
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What are editorial boards? 
Editorial boards are an important feature of most journals. 
What they do, their size, and who they are made up 
of varies, but they share the key role of advising and 
supporting the editor-in-chief of the journal (the ‘Editor’) 
in his or her responsibilities. A good editorial board can 
help establish a journal and make it an important part of 
the research community it serves. It can also bring and 
grow the respect and confidence of that community. A 
bad or inactive board may not only hold back or misdirect 
a journal’s development, but also damage the journal, 
possibly to the point where a complete restructuring is 
needed to ensure survival. Editorial boards are also called 
other things, but the word ‘editorial’ is usually included, for 
example, editorial review board, editorial advisory board, 
editorial committee, and editorial management board. The 
members may also have different names, but are often some 
sort of ‘editor’, such as associate editor, co-editor, advisory 
editor, and handling editor. The size of the board may 
be influenced not only by the size of the journal and the 
breadth of research it covers, but also by what the editors 
are expected to do. Some editorial boards have different 
tiers, with a senior, usually small, group having more of 
an advisory role and overseeing a larger group who carry 
out the day-to-day editorial work. In journals with staff 
editors, it may be they who oversee and liaise with a group 
of academic editors who provide them with up-to-date 
specialist expertise and recommendations.

What do editorial boards do?
Most editorial board members have many other demands 
on their time. Aside from their academic and research 
commitments, they are probably on grant panels, might 
hold honorary officer positions at learned societies, and 
may be on the editorial boards of other journals. So each 
journal must work out how best and most effectively to use 
its board. It is the responsibility of the Editor to define the 
terms and roles of the editorial board1, so these vary from 
journal to journal, but board members are usually required 
to do the following.

Advise and decide on journal policies
Journals should have policies on all aspects of their 
operations, ranging from basic submission requirements 
to expected ethical standards. This will include policies 
on authorship, conflict-of-interest disclosures, registration 
requirements (such as for clinical trials), availability of 
data and materials, data deposition, biosecurity, peer 
review, and alleged or suspected misconduct, as well as 
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discipline-specific considerations. A key responsibility of 
the members of an editorial board is to think about their 
journal’s policies – which ones are outdated, which ones 
need to be revised, and which ones need to be introduced 
– and bring suggestions to the Editor and other editors for 
discussion. As specialists they should know the standards 
and policies that are viewed as the norm in their areas and 
also whether any discussions about changes or contentious 
issues are taking place. The policy changes and additions 
resulting from editorial discussions should be published 
on the journal website (in clear language, as done by, for 
example, the Nature journals2 and The EMBO Journal3) and 
included, or linked to, at the most appropriate places in the 
manuscript submission process. Editors need to be alert to 
general issues in scholarly publishing, recognising where 
policies need to be developed (for example, in grey areas 
such as what should be considered as prior publication for 
their journal, which the American Physiological Society4 
and BioMed Central5 journals have addressed), and to field-
specific issues, where the introduction of requirements 
might be beneficial to research in those areas (such as 
happened with the mandatory registration of nucleic acid 
and protein sequences introduced by many life-science 
journals).

Help guide development of the journal
The Editor was probably appointed partly on the strength 
of his or her ‘vision’ for the journal. The editorial board 
should work to help him/her realise this vision, providing 
advice on the merits of the various goals, highlighting any 
shortcomings or potential pitfalls, assessing the feasibility 
of the measures needed to achieve the goals, and advising 
on strategies, both long and short term. They should 
suggest potential new developments the Editor isn’t aware 
of, but which could be a positive move for the journal.

Identify emerging areas of research
Journals need to keep abreast of what their research 
communities need, the directions they are heading, which 
new research areas might be important, and what initiatives 
other journals are taking in these areas. Wise editors 
choose editorial board members who are well placed to 
provide them not only with such information but also with 
the necessary insight and analysis to enable them to make 
good and informed decisions.

Act as ambassadors and promote the journal
The editors are the figureheads of their journal, and their 
reputations and behaviour reflect on the journal. If they 
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them in the best interests of the journal. The scholarly 
publishing world is evolving quite rapidly, and so Editors 
and their editorial boards need to be flexible, able to change, 
and move forward, developing their journals alongside 
their research communities and providing what they need 
and in the way they want it delivered, presented, and used. 
And finally, every journal wants its editors to be enthusiastic 
about the journal and its aims – a feeling of community not 
only makes things much easier and more productive, but 
more enjoyable and rewarding.

Identifying and securing new members 
The importance of the editorial board to the reputation 
and effectiveness of journals means that members need to 
be chosen carefully and thoughtfully. An Editor who can 
build a strong team of editors is a valuable asset to any 
journal. The criteria may be different for a new start-up 
journal compared to an established one, and a number of 
well-established and high-profile researchers are usually 
chosen for the former to provide credibility and inspire 
confidence. The demands on their time won’t be too great 
in the early days. As journals become established, and as 
submissions increase, having the time to deal with editorial 
work thoroughly and promptly becomes very important, 
and good and reliable editors who are able to do this and 
who also have the necessary academic and professional 
requirements need to identified. The journal’s reviewing 
database is a good place to start. It’s helpful to keep note 
of good reviewers, those who are thorough and fair, 
consistently provide constructive and helpful reviews, have 
a good rapport with the editors and editorial office, and are 
reasonably efficient and organised. Editors and editorial staff 
generally develop a good idea of those who have the respect 
of their communities and whose reviews get good feedback 
from authors. Online manuscript management systems 
make it very easy to look back over a person’s reviews and 
reviewing record when they are being considered for the 
editorial board. Annual journal reports will also highlight 
potential candidates. The existing board members should 
be asked for advice and recommendations, and their 
suggestions can be invaluable. It is, however, ultimately the 
Editor’s responsibility to decide who to invite to join their 
editorial board. They should take care, however, that they 
don’t invite individuals who existing members have serious 
issues with or where relationships have broken down as this 
could damage the unity and effectiveness of the board.

If a journal is interested in developing new areas, checks 
need to be made on who is publishing in those areas and 
who is being invited to speak at conferences and take 
part in seminars and panels. If members of the board are 
at the same meetings they can check out how the person 
is received, how they deal with and respond to questions, 
how imaginative and innovative they are, and whether 
they have the enthusiasm and commitment necessary for 
editorial work. Care should be taken that members of the 
editorial board asked for advice or to check out someone 
don’t overestimate their remit and make that person feel 
they are actually being invited to join the board. Having to 
clarify and retract an offer made prematurely and without 

authority from the Editor will be embarrassing. And if the 
Editor can’t bring themself to do this, they will end up with 
someone they hadn’t intended on their board.

Editorial boards ideally need to reflect the diversity 
of their communities, for example, geographically and 
in gender composition as well as on research areas of 
expertise. This can, however, be difficult to achieve despite 
considerable effort. It’s good to keep track of a number of 
parameters to try to keep a board balanced, and long-term 
strategic planning is needed. If a person who declines an 
invitation because of pressure of other commitments is 
someone the journal would really like to have on the board, 
the details should be noted so that an approach can be made 
at a more appropriate time in the future. Some Editors have 
even resorted to open appeals in an attempt to redress the 
gender imbalance of their editorial boards9.

When inviting people onto the board, it’s important an 
accurate picture is given of the role, the likely workload, 
and what support – administrative, technical, and financial 
– will be provided. If it isn’t, there will be annoyance and 
disillusionment, a possible parting of the ways, and even 
damage to the journal’s reputation. The potential new 
editor also needs to be comfortable with the journal’s peer-
review process and the degree of transparency it operates, 
for example, the inclusion of the editor’s name on decision 
letters or with published articles. The journal may also 
have a policy on whether simultaneous associations with 
other journals are allowed, such as being on the editorial 
boards of competing journals or involvement in their 
management and development, for example, as a learned 
society publications officer. The candidate should be 
notified of all policies and if agreement cannot be reached 
on policies that must hold across the editorial board, then 
appointment to the board will almost certainly not be 
possible. It can be helpful to put a potential candidate in 
touch with a member of the current board so they can have 
a private and informal discussion about the position – what 
the role involves, what support editors receive, whether 
there are any problematical issues, and so on.

When an invitation to join an editorial board is accepted, 
certain formalities need to be dealt with. The start date has 
to be agreed. The journal may have an ideal time in mind, 
but a certain degree of flexibility can help secure a desired 
editor. There should be a formal ‘job description’, laying 
out the responsibilities, expectations, term of office (and if 
renewable), and the expenses that will be covered. Having 
responsibilities and expectations in writing is helpful if 
problems or disputes arise. Remuneration for the role also 
needs to be set out. What editors receive for their services 
varies greatly, from just a free subscription to the journal or 
small honorarium to a substantial annual payment. 

Turnover of editorial boards is important to keep them 
relevant and effective. They shouldn’t grow larger and larger 
with more people being added and none coming off. It is 
generally advisable to agree a term of office with editorial 
board members so that they know the length of their 
commitment to the journal: 3-5 years is quite common, 
but in some journals the whole board rotates off when the 
Editor changes.

have the respect of their communities this will help them 
attract high-quality and interesting submissions to the 
journal. Good editors committed to their journals will 
promote them as part of their professional lives, creating 
awareness in areas where they are not well known and 
reinforcing their reputation in those where they are. They 
will also defend their journals against inaccuracies and 
bring any accusations to the notice of the Editor and the 
rest of editorial board so that they can be dealt with quickly 
and appropriately.

Carry out editorial work
Handling manuscript submissions is a core activity of the 
editorial board in many journals. The editors may deal with 
submissions in specific subject areas, assessing them for 
suitability and deciding which should be sent for full peer 
review. How involved they are in the administrative aspects 
of review varies. In large journals they may well have 
help, with an editorial office or assistant dealing with the 
checking and inviting of reviewers from a list of potential 
reviewers provided by the editor, and chasing as necessary 
to get the reports submitted. In small journals, the editorial 
board members may need to do all these things themselves. 

How decisions are made on manuscripts varies. In 
some journals, each editor may have the authority to make 
decisions on their own, only calling on the Editor or other 
members of the board if they need to, with the decision going 
straight from them (or being sent on their behalf) to the 
author. In other journals, they may make recommendations 
on their manuscripts that go to a more senior editor for 
approval and editorial input or that are subject to a group 
discussion before being sent to the author.

Suggest and edit themed issues
Themed issues can be very valuable contributions to the 
research community and also increase the visibility and 
standing of journals. Members of the editorial board 
often take responsibility for these issues, from conception, 
through selection of potential contributors, review, and 
feedback to authors, to collation of the issue and writing 
the editorial or introductory material.

Attend editorial meetings
Many editorial boards are international in composition, 
or trying to make their boards more international as 
science becomes increasingly globalised and collaborative. 
Even though technology has made communication and 
interactive discussions across continents possible, easy, 
and cheap, there is great value in occasional face-to-face 
editorial meetings. Not only do they allow policy issues to 
be thrashed out and formulated more easily, they enable 
bonding of the board, many of whom may not have met 
each other in person. Board members should try to attend 
these. Journal finances may not allow a dedicated meeting – 
it costs a lot to cover the travel and accommodation costs of 
an international board – but it may be possible to identify 
a conference many of the board members will be attending 
and to hold a meeting there. If a dedicated meeting is 
possible, it’s important to maximise what is achieved. The 

agenda and reports should be circulated well in advance 
so everyone has time to digest the information, formulate 
opinions, and come up with suggestions. It is also a great 
opportunity for the editors to learn more about each other’s 
research, for example, by holding an informal ‘research 
forum’ where they can present their work to the rest of the 
board. The journal publisher may also take the opportunity 
to invite academic or industry experts to give talks that help 
keep the editors up-to-date with issues and developments 
in scholarly publishing.

Support the Editor when his or her editorial 
independence is threatened 
Editors are responsible and accountable for everything that 
is published in their journals and they should have full 
authority over the editorial content of their journals. As 
stated by the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE)6, 
‘The relationship of editors to publishers and owners is 
often complex but should be based firmly on the principle of 
editorial independence’. If any issues or situations arise that 
compromise editorial independence, the editorial board 
should help the Editor defend against undue influence 
from owners or publishers. The board should also help 
the Editor establish policies and procedures that protect 
editorial independence. The World Association of Medical 
Editors (WAME)7 has guidelines on the relationship 
between journal editors and owners which board members 
will find useful in this task.

Act as educators
In many journals, as editors become experienced in 
editorial work they are able to help inform and educate 
the researchers in their journal communities about all the 
aspects of preparing and communicating their work, and 
about issues of research and editorial integrity. Journals 
in developing countries or those with limited resources 
can play an important role in teaching their communities 
about things such as study design, recognised standards, 
and writing formats, and so help those researchers achieve 
international visibility of their work8.

The ideal editorial board member 
Editorial board members need to be experts and used to 
keeping up-to-date with developments in their research 
areas. Ideally they should also be able to handle manuscripts 
at the periphery of their expertise and know how to identify 
the most relevant reviewers in those areas. Science is 
becoming more globalised and collaborative, so having an 
international reputation is becoming increasingly relevant. 
Importantly, editors need to be established enough to have 
the confidence to make difficult decisions in the face of 
expected criticism, and to reject manuscripts from senior 
researchers. Editors need also to be respected by their 
peers – both for their research work and for their fairness 
and rigour. Journals do not want to deter submissions from 
people in any research field because of concerns about the 
editor who covers that area. The members of the editorial 
board need to work as part of a team, supporting the other 
members of the boards and working collaboratively with 
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Managing the editorial board
Editorial boards need to be managed to keep them 
functioning well and achieving their maximum potential.10 
Consistency in decision making and editorial advice has 
to be maintained. If it isn’t, authors (and reviewers) will 
be unhappy and a journal’s reputation for fairness may be 
damaged. Editors should be provided with regular reports 
on what is being submitted, reviewed, and accepted across 
the editorial board. Journals with set page or article budgets 
also need to ensure that a backlog of manuscripts awaiting 
publication doesn’t develop because too many are being 
accepted. This needs to be monitored, and editors alerted if 
a backlog is building. Editors should also be alerted if any 
delicate or sensitive situations arise involving the journal 
or anything it has published. If there is high media interest, 
the board needs to be told to whom to refer approaches for 
information and comments.

The members of the board need to be kept happy and 
any grievances recognised and sorted out quickly. It is 
crucial that guidance and support are provided. When new 
editors start, they need to be guided through the journal’s 
processes and policies until they feel confident on their own 
– different editors need different amounts of induction and 
support, some requiring more help with the technological 
aspects of online manuscript management systems, others 
with understanding and adhering to journal policies. If they 
have been on the editorial boards of other journals they 
may carry on doing things the way they did them there, and 
this may be in conflict with how the new Editor wants them 
to work. All editors will inevitably at some point of their 
term of office need help with difficult editorial situations 
involving authors or readers – such as unpleasant rebuttals 
or allegations – and the experience of the editorial office can 
be invaluable at these times. It can help prevent a situation 
escalating, relationships being damaged, and a disillusioned 
editor resigning from the board. It’s important for editorial 
offices to forge good relationships with their editors, so they 
feel they are working within a good and productive team 
and that there is care for their welfare. Workloads should be 
monitored so no editor is overloaded and to avoid a serious 
disparity in how much different editors are doing. There 
will be times when editors ask for a temporary easing of 
workload or break from editorial duties for professional or 
personal reasons, and these need to be accommodated. 

Editors submitting to their own journals
Should editors be able to submit to their own journals? 
Journals have different views on this, but many feel that it 
is unfair to exclude members of the editorial board from 
a relevant publication venue, especially if it is one that 
is important in their discipline. If editor submission is 
allowed, there need to be rigorous procedures in place to 
make sure that the submitting editor has no involvement in 
the review of their manuscript, and no knowledge about its 
review other than the information other submitting authors 
receive or have access to. The procedure for handling editor 
submissions should be transparent and published in the 
journal guidelines. 
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The success or failure of a small scholarly journal (see 
Chapter 3.3 on establishing a new journal) primarily 
depends on the work of its editors. This includes dedication 
to the journal and its success, organizational skills, editors’ 
diligence, and, above all, their adherence to good editorial 
practice and publishing integrity. If a journal does not 
achieve any of the strategic goals, it is the editors who 
should take the blame for failure. In this chapter we will 
explore the rights and responsibilities of an editor-in-chief 
and provide some advice on how to organize the editorial 
board and editorial office in small and scholarly journals. 
There are also several excellent resources, including the 
Manual for editors of health science journals published by 
the World Health Organization (see Resources).

Issues that come before organizing the editorial 
board and editorial office
The work of the editor and editorial office of small 
scholarly journals differs from the work in professional, 
for-profit journals in a number of ways. Maybe the most 
important difference is the diversity of tasks required 
from the editor-in-chief. Besides the editorial work, the 
editor of a small scholarly journal and the editorial office 
do not have a professional publishing organization for 
support; furthermore, the editor cannot recruit persons 
whose professional expertise covers all aspects of journal 
production, from organization and production to 
promotion and income. Therefore, the establishment and 
work of an efficient editorial office and journal’s editorial 
board requires a clear definition of the relationship with 
both the organization that started the journal, and the 
publisher and sponsoring organizations.

The best formula for a successful structure and 
organization of the journal is that all stakeholders and their 
relationships are clearly defined in a written agreement 
before the editor takes on the position (see Marušić 
et al.1 for an example). Such a document reminds all 
parties involved of the agreed rules and ensures that all 
stakeholders in the publication of the journal know their 
rights and responsibilities. Such a document, if it clearly 
spells out the roles and responsibilities in the journal, also 
serves as the protector of editorial freedom.

Owner, publisher, sponsor
Very often small and scholarly journals do not clearly 
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provide information on how the journal is organized, and 
sometimes it is not even clear who owns and who publishes 
them.2 In most cases the journal reveals its owner, but it is 
rarely clarified whether this owner, usually an association 
or institution, actually produces the journal or whether it 
takes care of print or electronic production of individual 
issues and their distribution. While this item may not be of 
great interest for the readers and/or authors of the journal, 
this must be clear before the editor takes on this role or when 
a new journal is planned. A clear definition of the triangle 
owner – editor – publisher is not only instrumental for the 
life of the journal, but also adds to the journal’s promotion 
and visibility, as well as transparency of responsibilities and 
credit.

The owner 
The owner of the journal is usually the founder of the 
journal, with financial responsibility for its life and work. 
It is also the ‘master’ of the journal’s strategic aims (e.g., 
scientific or educational character, scientific profile, 
language), its long-term vision and the overview of the 
journal’s quality, the guardian of integrity and legality of 
editorial work and guarantor of editorial independence and 
integrity.

In our experience with a small scholarly journal3 the 
best way of linking the owners to the journal board and 
office is through a special Management Board or Board of 
Trustees1. Such a management body takes on responsibility 
to ensure that there is a balance between the interests of the 
owner, and the freedom of work and independence of the 
editor and editorial board. We believe (and have witnessed) 
that such division of responsibilities is most suitable 
for small journals.4 Whereas the owner has the right to 
insist on quality, the journal’s profile and the direction of 
development, the editor needs the freedom to achieve the 
goal. If the editor disagrees with the owner’s ambition and/
or views, or feels that they cannot be achieved, the editor 
should step down. An editor who decides to stay on takes 
the full responsibility for the result. At the same time, the 
owner should not interfere with the editor’s style of work, 
but should react to its outcomes.

The publisher
The journal’s publisher should be differentiated from the 
‘printing office’, but equally so from the owner. The publisher 
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journal and help its editors.
Because of the important role of the editorial board (or 

advisory board in some journals), editors should insist on 
the right to choose or change the team they want to work 
with. As with other rights and responsibilities, this is best 
done in writing, as part of the job contract for the editor, 
regardless of whether the editorial position is voluntary, 
professional, paid or unpaid.

Organization of the journal’s bodies
As we emphasized in the beginning of this chapter, the 
best formula for successful structure and organization of 
the journal is that all stakeholders and their relationships 
are clearly defined in a written agreement before the editor 
takes on the position. For a new journal, the choice of the 
best organization and workflow for the journal will require 
some research and evaluation of existing experiences in 
other journals. For an existing journal this means continual 
evaluation of its structure and work, and adjustment of the 
journal organization to reflect the current needs of the 
journal.

The two most important bodies in the journal are the 
editorial board and the editorial office. For online-only 
journals, the office does not mean the actual physical 
space, but rather a group of experts working around the 
same general charge. The different journal bodies have 
complementary, and sometimes overlapping, roles and are 
equally important for the success of the journal. The editorial 
board is primarily involved in planning and working on the 
content of the journals, whereas the editorial office runs the 
everyday workload of manuscript submissions, processing, 
creating materials for non-research publication items and 
production of individual issues. The editorial office may 
include professionals who work closely with editors in 
chief, such as deputy or executive editors. Some journals 
also have an advisory board. We will explore their roles in 
relation to the editor-in-chief, who takes the responsibility 
for the whole journal.

The Editorial Board
The editorial board – an independent body making the 
journal – is the heart and the brain of that journal. It should 
be independent in electing its new members, and in all other 
strategic and concrete actions related to the function of the 
journal. Some editorial boards have the right to choose the 
editor-in-chief too. The relations between the editor-in-
chief and the editorial board may take different forms, with 
the board or editor having more executive power, but it is 
important to formally define these relationships early in the 
life of the journal. In some journals, the editorial board has 
a purely advisory role, in which case, the editor-in-chief is 
the most important and powerful figure in the journal.

The editor-in-chief and the editorial board usually work 
with the team of executive editors, regardless of which of 
them is dominant in the journal. Executive editors may 
either be found among the members of the editorial board 
or are independently recruited to the editorial office. They 
take over specific sections of the journal, such as book 
reviews, journal essay columns, theme issues or other 

sections or topics covered in the journal. If the journal 
publishes quantitative research, statistical editors or a 
statistician consultant become an important editorial body 
that is invaluable in assessing the validity of the research 
submitted for publication.9 

It is difficult to choose the “right” members for the 
editorial board – those who would contribute most to the 
journal quality. The structure of the editorial board depends 
on the scope of the journal, its size, impact, and other 
general or local factors. In our experience, a small scholarly 
journal in a small scientific community benefits most from 
young, eager and diligent professionals in its editorial 
board, rather than local “big names” and “authorities”, who 
most often do not put their hearts into the journal.

 Such structure of the editorial board may not, however, 
be easy to achieve in a competitive environment, where 
young people must invest all their efforts in research 
productivity and academic advancement. This is why they 
should be assigned specific, small, and well-defined tasks 
that they like and can do. Their gratification is being part 
of a successful journal, having their names appear on the 
masthead and being able to cite their journal work in their 
CVs. Some may choose to build up expertise in editorial 
work and later on become an editor-in-chief; they might 
even decide to continue their professional careers in 
journal work 

Journals aiming for international readership and 
visibility should have an international editorial board 
with scientists visible in mainstream science: “authorities” 
here serve as a sort of approval stamp for the journal and 
invitation to prospective authors. Although the quality of 
the journal is primarily reflected in the articles, that is, the 
science published there, the names on the editorial board 
indicate the journal’s scientific strength and prestige. This 
is also an important factor for including the journal in 
bibliographical databases. Where the editorial board is 
international in nature, it is difficult for them to take the 
responsibility for everyday decision-making at the journal 
and therefore the executive editors (deputy editors and 
special section editors) in the editorial office have to take 
on more decision-making responsibilities.

Both national and international “authorities” provide 
the “approval stamp” for the journal, but their other 
contributions are modest. In our experience, the primary 
moving force in a small and scholarly journal are young 
professionals – researchers interested in publishing who 
take over specific defined tasks in the journal.

The Advisory Board
The advisory board of the journal may not be needed if 
the editorial board has a primarily advisory function – 
particularly when the editorial board is fully international. 
However, when the editorial board is responsible for 
the production of the journal content, including the 
responsibility for peer review process and decision on 
publication, an advisory board is often used in the full 
meaning of its name – to advise the journal and its editors. 
In a small journal (small by any definition; size, country, 
scientific community, finances) the advisory board is often 

provides a professional service, regardless of whether it is 
a for-profit company or a not-for-profit organization. The 
publisher takes care of the print and/or electronic edition 
of the journal, but considers and treats the journal as a 
product that generates income and prestige. This takes 
the burden off the owner and editorial board, who usually 
come from the world of academia and are not versed or 
interested in the business side of the journal. Because of 
such different roles of important stakeholders in journal 
production, there should be a precise written contract 
defining the relationship of the journal (represented by the 
owner and the editor) and the publisher. In our experience 
with a small and scholarly journal that has grown into a 
respectable international publication4 a good practice is to 
keep the business and academic part of journal production 
separate, with financial responsibility and profit delegated 
to the publisher, and academic responsibility to the journal.

Sponsoring organizations
Very often both new and established scholarly journals 
receive offers to become “the official journal of an 
association, school, hospital or department”. The editors 
usually accept the offer, first, because it is a compliment, 
and second, because it seems impolite to turn the offer 
down, and there is seemingly no reason to do so. The net 
result is: 1) the listing of these organizations somewhere 
on the journal’s masthead, and 2) the publicity created 
when both the journal and the sponsoring organizations 
mention their partnership at some festive occasion, and 
nothing else. The vague notion of both the parties is that the 
influx of both submitted articles (visibility, citations) and 
subscriptions will increase because of the relationship. In 
other words, the members of the sponsoring organizations 
will choose to publish in ‘their’ journal because it will be 
more sympathetic to their submitted works. However, this 
is not the case: the members of the sponsoring organization 
have their own publishing strategies, and the journal/editor 
may well have different quality criteria than the members 
and non-members of the journal’s sponsoring associations 
and organizations.

To make some use of such proposals, the editor should 
require the potential sponsoring organization to buy 
(subscribe to) a certain number of copies of the journal, 
possibly for a lower, non-profit price. This brings some 
income to the publisher, widens the readership, and makes 
the sponsoring organization happy and more attached to 
the journal.

Editorial independence and rights
Sufficient financing, number and quality of contributions, 
efficiency of peer review, size of readership and number 
of subscriptions should be estimated before setting goals 
for the new editors. At this point, it is crucial that editors 
(including the entire editorial board) do not accept the 
job if they feel unable to overcome obstacles to achieving 
the strategic goals. Also, it is of utmost importance that 
before starting the job, the editors are aware of their rights 
and responsibilities. Before deciding to accept the job, 
the candidate(s) should ask for the available documents 

about the journal and also carefully study the policies, 
statements and educational material produced by editorial 
organizations (see the list in the Resources section) before 
negotiating the offer.

Editorial independence
The question of editorial independence cannot be easily 
defined and answered because each journal has a unique 
set of relationships and interests. However, almost all 
cases of dismissal of editors at the large international 
medical journals (New England Journal of Medicine, JAMA, 
Canadian Medical Association Journal) had to do with 
disagreements between the owners of the journal and 
editors about the boundaries of editorial independence. 
And all of them were controversial, both in the sense of 
division of opinions between the spectators, and with 
respect to the exact rules and criteria that might have been 
applied to make a fair judgement.

As editors, we expect as much independence as possible, 
and we believe that this can be best achieved by defining at 
least the ‘ground rules of independence’ before accepting 
the job. With regard to personal experiences with our 
journal’s owners on editorial independence, we should 
mention that the clear-cut, concrete definition of the 
conditions for our editorial independence were set down in 
a formal, legal contract.5,6,7 This kept us at our post for more 
than five years after the owner(s) had clearly disclosed that 
they wanted us to leave and desired less editorial freedom.8 
The legal contract also enabled us to leave when we decided 
to leave, and prevented us from being dismissed because 
of a possible dispute with owners about editorial freedom. 
The clause in the contract that allowed such protection of 
editorial independence was that any owner (in our case, four 
medical schools) may request the dismissal of the editors 
only on the basis of their quality and integrity (quality was 
defined as the exclusion from any of the databases in which 
the journal was indexed at the time the editor accepted the 
position; questioning integrity required written evidence 
and exchange of arguments). However, owners could only 
make changes to the contract by consensus and not by 
majority voting.

Editorial rights
Besides making final decisions on submitted manuscripts 
and content of journal issues, the editors of small and 
scholarly journal should also have the right to choose their 
team, including the editorial office and editorial board. 
Choosing the editorial board may be problematic because 
scholarly communities usually want to appoint their most 
respectable and influential members to serve in these 
bodies (even though they are too busy or less interested to 
work hard on building up a good journal). Consequently, 
the editorial board can be populated by big names who 
do little or nothing for the content and prosperity of the 
journal. A good editorial board will serve as an important 
source of reviewers, contribute their work to the journal, 
serve as guest editors on thematic issues of the journal, 
recruit new authors and editors, and use their influence 
in the local and international community to promote the 
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4. Establishing a database of reviewers – good reviewers 
are extremely important for making a good journal 
so you have to select them carefully and take good 
care of them. Build a database of reviewers, grouped 
in specific fields of expertise. In some scientific fields, 
it is customary to thank the reviewers by publishing 
their names in the journal with a thank-you note at the 
end of the journal’s volume. In other scientific fields, 
especially small ones, the anonymity of the reviewers 
(and often of authors) is strictly observed.

5. Regular publication of basic data on the journal – making 
a good journal is an evidence-based process: you have to 
know your journal to be able to best promote its further 
development. Publish basic data on the journal at least 
once a year to include how many manuscripts were 
submitted to the journal, how many were reviewed, 
what the rejection rate was, and other information that 
may be of interest to your readers and authors.

6. Technical excellence in journal production – this means 
small and tiresome, but important, tasks, which cannot 
be delegated to authors. For example, check references 
(research shows a significant prevalence of errors in 
references); check galley-proofs of each manuscript, 
and the layout of the journal.

To stay informed of the latest developments in the 
editorial profession, we recommend “continuing editorial 
education”. Some ideas are presented below, and see also 
Chapter 1.12 in this handbook.
1. Use resources made available through editorial 

organizations. Editorial organizations regularly publish 
policies, guidelines and statements on editorial matters 

(see Resources for the links to the websites of major 
editorial organizations). For medical editors, we 
particularly recommend A Syllabus for Prospective and 
Newly Appointed Editors of the World Association of 
Medical Editors, WAME, and the latest edition of the 
Uniform requirements for manuscripts submitted to 
biomedical journals: writing and editing for biomedical 
publication. Most editorial organizations organize 
workshops for editors during their official meetings.

2. Attend meetings for editors. Editorial organizations, 
including the European Association of Science Editors 
(EASE) hold regular meetings of their members. 
You will learn much about what you should know 
as an editor, but you will also be comforted learning 
that other editors, from small and big journals alike, 
encounter difficult situations similar to yours!

3. Follow the development of publication integrity policies. 
When encountering issues of fair editorial conduct 
and procedures this will empower you to address 
questions of misconduct related to the journal. Editors 
are not policemen, but they can introduce awareness 
of research integrity issues into their scientific 
community.14 Again, it is crucial to make all your 
policies and actions transparent, ideally, by publishing 
your records and posting the policies on the journal’s 
website and in the guidelines for authors.

4. Follow the development of digital publishing. Publishing 
in the digital age has moved beyond page numbers, issues 
and volumes, and new standards are being developed. A 
good resource is the National Federation of Advanced 
Information Services (see Resources section).

Table 1. Good editorial practice in a new journal: editorial integrity

Activity Advice
Keep track of all manuscripts You may need documentation for appeals or other disputes
Review every paper properly This often fails in practice; avoid “special cases which require no 

review”
Keep the publishing order of manuscripts This makes authors happy and should be adhered to at all times. 

There may be exceptions, like manuscripts for thematic issues
Use authorship statement form Ask authors to describe their individual contributions
Do not publish duplicate or salami articles Check bibliographical databases for the author’s other published 

articles; let authors know that you care about these issues. Use 
software tools for text similarity checking

Ask about conflict of interest Ask actively, do not wait for spontaneous disclosure
Establish a research integrity service Alert relevant institutions of obvious or suspect misconduct
Do not use your journal as an exclusive place for publishing 
your own research

Establish clear procedures for processing and publishing articles by 
the editor-in-chief and other editors in their own journal

Tell authors why their papers were rejected Do not excuse yourself with “limited space” but specify the reasons 
for rejection, even if the article was not sent out for peer review

an international body, and serves as a journal representative 
to the international scientific community. In addition to 
acting as reviewers for the journal, members of the advisory 
board can solicit articles for the journal and promote it 
within their scientific communities.

The editorial office
The editorial office is the group of professionals directly 
involved in day-to-day work on the journal, regardless of 
whether they work in the same physical space or online.

Technical aspects of journal production are an important 
area for the editorial office of any journal. In many journals, 
this is often a neglected aspect of the work, usually 
delegated to outside professionals. Also, journal editors 
are often not familiar with the process of production, 
printing or web publishing, so they cannot address possible 
problems in this area. Technical editing, proofreading, and 
close collaboration with a publisher are important tasks of 
the editorial office. These aspects of journal publishing are 
particularly important for small and new journals because 
lack of technical excellence in journal production is taken 
as a sign of the lack of scientific quality: tables and figures 
that are not uniformly edited, references that are not written 
in a consistent style, and poor printing quality do not speak 
well for the quality of the journal.

In small academic journals, the editor-in-chief and 
executive editors may be part-time or voluntary members, 
but the editorial office needs at least one paid employee. 
This may be the secretary to the editor-in-chief – but only if 
they have sufficient dedicated time to spend on the journal, 
and have the suitable skills. Ideally what is needed is a true 
professional who can fully contribute to the quality of the 
journal. For journals published in English in non-English 
speaking countries, we also recommend that this person be 
a language expert or that a language editor is fully employed 
in the journal. It is difficult to find a good language editor 
for a scientific journal, because a scientific article has a very 
specific structure and language, and each research field has 
its own specific terminology.10,11 The language editor in a 
scientific journal should be either a language professional 
with good knowledge of the scientific field covered by the 
journal, or an expert in the field who also has excellent 
knowledge of English. We particularly recommend the 
second choice, based on our own experience with a 
medical journal, which we will sketch here. During the 
first ten years of our journal, we had a turnover of nine 
language editors, all with a university degree in English 
language and literature. However, they could not adapt 
quickly to the specificities of medical scientific language, 
often producing grammatically correct but poorly readable 
texts for a medical professional. We were then fortunate 
to find a young colleague who decided to study English 
after obtaining the medical degree, which proved to be an 
excellent combination of medical and language expertise.11

Finally, good editorial practice would be to have an 
editor who is in charge of publication integrity issues.12 
This is an expert who deals with allegations of publication 
misconduct in the journal and oversees the editorial 
procedures to ensure research integrity.13

The editor-in-chief
Editorial work has no starting and stopping time. Running 
a journal is not like building a house, where, despite the 
hard work, at some point the house is finished and the 
construction workers can take a rest. However, once 
the editor completes the new issue for publication, it is 
already time to start work on the next one. In small and 
scholarly journals that have small editorial teams, holidays 
are difficult to organize because a journal cannot adjust its 
publication dates for this. 

There are two key principles of running a science 
journal that can help us cope with these burdens: hard 
work and full integrity (Table 1). In some journals, the 
editor-in-chief is the main decision-making body in the 
journal, and in others, the editor-in-chief is “first among 
the equals” on the editorial board. When editors-in-chief 
have the primary role in the journal, which is often the 
case in small and scholarly journals, their responsibility is 
mainly to decide on any written material submitted to and 
published in the journal. They also have a crucial role in 
making decisions on the journal’s policy, content, design, 
advertising material, finances, and other operational issues. 
The benefits of concentrating the power of decision in the 
editor-in-chief are to define clearly who is responsible, so 
that the responsibilities for the failures and problems can be 
easily recognized. The authority of an editor-in-chief who 
is visible to the public protects other members of editorial 
board – inasmuch as they are young and volunteers.

Running a journal
Table 2 presents some elements of good editorial practice, 
which we composed on the basis of our editorial experience 
in a medical journal. Some of the elements may vary, 
depending on how different scientific fields are regulated, 
but the principles of good editorial practice are similar 
across the journals. Below we emphasize the elements that 
are most important for small and new journals entering the 
scientific publishing community:
1. Timeliness of publication – a very important factor if 

you are striving for international visibility (usually 
meaning the inclusion in international bibliographic 
databases).

2. Establishment of editorial documents – either forms 
or an electronic database for manuscript tracking, 
peer review forms, authorship/contributor statement 
forms, and checklists for special types of studies. Some 
of these documents are described in other chapters of 
this Handbook and the majority of journals have them 
available at their websites.

3. Keeping manuscript records – this is especially 
important in cases of any misunderstanding with or 
appeal from authors. Also, keep all records of your 
editorial activity, such as correspondence with authors, 
reviewers, journal production, and publisher. There is 
no rule about the length of time such documentation 
should be kept: electronic records may be kept for a 
long time as they do not take up much disk space, 
while paper documents are usually kept for at least a 
year after acceptance or rejection.
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Table 2. Good editorial practice in a new or small journal: minimum requirements for editorial office

Requirement Comment
1. Regular publication of the journal This is the first and key criterion
2. Style and format Follow international standards (example: Uniform requirements for manuscripts submitted to 

biomedical journals)
3. Electronic publishing Gives better visibility and impact to small and scholarly journals
4. Electronic manuscript processing Today a standard in editorial practice is becoming increasingly important with the growth of 

the journal and manuscript submissions
5. Editorial Board Recruit colleagues dedicated to editorial work

Appoint statistical editor(s) and editor(s) dealing with research integrity and professional ethics
6. Editorial documents Guidelines for authors

Review forms
Authorship statement form (ask for conflict of interest)

7. Manuscript records Each manuscript should have its own identification number
Keep all key documents for each manuscript, including dates (received, reviewed, accepted/
rejected, published)

8. Peer review system Set up a reviewing system and keep reviewers’ files:
mark their field of expertise
keep records of manuscripts they have reviewed (at least their number)

9. Author and Subject Index Important for journals that are not online or indexed, which have other tools for searching 
the journal

10. Basic data on the journal and 
editorial work

Publish data regularly (e.g., every five years) on your journal:
number of papers received, reviewed, and accepted
other data relevant for the journal and its audience

11. Alert bibliographic databases of 
your journal and your editorial work

Provide documents on your editorial practice

12. Continuing education Learn about new developments in journal editing and publishing

Resources
European Association of Science Editors – EASE, www.ease.org.uk/ 
Committee on Publication Ethics – COPE, http://publicationethics.org
Council of Science Editors – CSE, CSE’s White Paper on Promoting 

Integrity in Scientific Journal Publication, 2012 Update (www.
councilscienceeditors.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=3313) 

EMAME Education and Training Committee. Manual for editors of 
health science journals. Egypt, WHO and Eastern Mediterranean 
Association of Medical Editors, 2009. www.emro.who.int/entity/
emame/ (accessed August 2013). 

International Committee of Medical Journal Editors – ICMJE,         
www.icmje.org 

The National Federation of Advanced Information Services – NFAIS, 
Best Practices for Publishing Journal Articles (www.nfais.org/files/
file/Best_Practices_Final_Public.pdf)

World Association for Medical Editors – WAME, Syllabus for 
Prospective and Newly Appointed Editors (www.wame.org/resources/
editor-s-syllabus)

World Health Organization. Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean. 
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Authorship is at the centre stage of science because it 
establishes the credit and responsibility for scientific 
discovery. It used to be more common that an author of 
a scientific work was a single person, and authorship did 
not present as much of a problem as it does today: at the 
time of writing this chapter the record number of authors 
on an article indexed in Medline/PubMed is 3040! All 
those researchers took credit for results from a particle 
physics experiment at the Large Hadron Collider at CERN 
– European Organization for Nuclear Research (Medline 
article record is available at www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pubmed/23006356).

The story of how we moved from single author/inventor 
to hundreds and thousands of authors on a single article is 
a long one, and goes beyond this chapter (we recommend 
two review articles on the origin of authorship problems 
in biomedicine).1,2 We will here address only the issues 
of authorship relevant for editors and the integrity of the 
published record in scientific journals.

There is no single authorship definition
Unfortunately, there is no single definition of authorship to 
help editors in solving authorship disputes that frequently 
arise in journals. We performed a systematic review of 
research in authorship to gain insight into the differences 
among research disciplines.3 Although most of the studies 
came from health sciences (66 out of 118 studies), authorship 
research was also present in social sciences (33 studies) but 
was less frequent in natural sciences (9 studies). Across all 
scientific fields (and geographical regions and over time), 
it seems that ‘conception of research/research design’ and 
‘writing the manuscript’ were research contributions that 
were considered most deserving for authorship. These 
contributions were not reserved for scientists but for all 
members of the research team.

The order of authors on the by-line was also common 
topic of research articles. For most sciences, the most 
important factor determining the order of authors on 
a manuscript was the amount of work contributed to 
the article, and not the prestige or academic or research 
position. There are few rules or guidelines on authorship 
order, but there is clear community agreement about two 
places on the byline: the first place is reserved for the 
researcher who made the major contribution to the work, 
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most often including writing of the first manuscript draft 
(e.g., doctoral fellow writing a paper from his or her PhD 
thesis); the last position is held by the senior researcher, 
such as principal investigator or head of the research 
group. Other authors on a multi-authored article are 
usually ordered according to the amount or importance of 
their contribution to the published work. The complication 
of these rules has recently emerged in the form of ‘equal’ 
authorship, where two or more first (or last) authors are 
given equal authorship weight and thus equal research or 
academic evaluation advantage.4 The exceptions to the 
rules and conventions in authorship order are the fields 
of physics, economy and management research, where 
alphabetical order has remained the norm over time (the 
3040 authors mentioned above are alphabetically ordered).

Group authorship has also emerged as common practice 
in large collaborations, such as multicentric clinical trials in 
health research. Individual authors from such large studies 
may be all listed on the by-line (such as in the previous 
example of 3040 authors on a physics paper) or as a single 
group, in which all members get authorship credit. In cases 
where a group is listed as an author, there is usually one 
person that takes on the responsibility of communication 
with the journal, as well as the role of the guarantor for the 
content of the manuscript.

All those who contributed to the study but do not deserve 
full authorship should be thanked in the Acknowledgement 
section of the manuscript. The examples include language 
editing, technical laboratory assistance or critical reading of 
the manuscript. Many journals require a signed agreement 
from named persons to confirm that they agree to listing 
their names in the acknowledgement.

Misuses of authorship
Authorship disputes are common in journals – up to 30% 
according to a study in journals from a major publisher.5 
In our systematic review3 we identified 14 survey studies 
for which we could perform a meta-analysis to calculate 
a weighted average of almost 30% researchers reporting 
their own or others’ experience with misuse of authorship. 
Authorship misuse was reported more often by researchers 
outside of the USA and UK, i.e. in France, South Africa, 
India and Bangladesh (weighted average of 55%) in 
comparison with that reported in USA/UK or international 
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journal, increase the transparency of publication credit 
by publishing authorship disclosures, and correct the 
published record whenever it is necessary.

Resources
Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE). Flowcharts. Available at: 

http://publicationethics.org/resources/flowcharts. (Accessed: 11 May 
2013).

Council of Science Editors (CSE). CSE’s White Paper on Promoting 
Integrity in Scientific Journal Publications. Available at: www.
councilscienceeditors.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=3331. 
(Accessed: 11 May 2013).
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Box 1. Examples of authorship definitions by editorial organizations, major publishers and professional organizations from 
different scientific disciplines

All disciplines: Council of Science Editors - CSE’s White Paper on Promoting Integrity in Scientific Journal Publications (available 
from: www.councilscienceeditors.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageid=3638#221):
Authors are generally defined as persons who have contributed sufficiently to a scientific report to be listed on the by-line of the 
published report. Many journals provide guidelines on authorship in their instructions for authors. Some professional and research 
funding organizations and academic institutions also provide such guidance. Principles, customs, and practices regarding authorship 
differ from one scientific discipline to another. This document aims to summarize common principles to guide authorship across 
scientific disciplines.
Principles related to authorship with general consensus include the following:
•	 Identification of authors and other contributors is the responsibility of the people who did the work (the researchers) not the 

people who publish the work (editors, publishers). Researchers should determine which individuals have contributed sufficiently 
to the work to warrant identification as an author.

•	 Individuals who contributed to the work but whose contributions were not of sufficient magnitude to warrant authorship should 
be identified by name in an acknowledgments section.

•	 All individuals who qualify for authorship or acknowledgment should be identified. Conversely, every person identified as an 
author or acknowledged contributor should qualify for these roles.

•	 Individuals listed as authors should review and approve the manuscript before publication.
•	 Editors should require authors and those acknowledged to identify their contributions to the work and make this information 

available to readers.
•	 The ultimate reason for identification of authors and other contributors is to establish accountability for the reported work.

journal settings (weighted average of 23%).
Most common types of authorship misuse are ‘guest’, 

‘gift’ and ‘ghost’ authorship.
‘Guest’ authors can be defined as an ‘authorship celebrity’: 

it is a person who did not contribute in any way to research 
and writing but is given a place on the by-line with the 
expectations that his or her name will increase the likelihood 
of manuscript acceptance and publication in the journal.

‘Gift’ author is a person on the authorship by-line who 
has only a marginal relationship to the study, such as the 
head of the department or a physician who admitted the 
patient(s) but had no role in research activities.

The two above types of authorship misuse are sometimes 
called ‘honorary’ authorship.

‘Ghost’ author is a ‘non-author’ – the person who does 
not appear on the by-line of the article but has made 
significant contribution to the research and/or writing. 
This practice is very common in publications supported 
by the pharmaceutical industry, in which professionals 
such as medical writers or marketing and public relations 
writers are involved in manuscript preparation but are 
not listed as authors and often not even mentioned in 
the acknowledgments. It is also common in academic 
research that junior members of research team, who have 
contributed significantly to the published research, are 
often omitted from the authorship by-line.

What guidance on authorship is available?
With the lack of universal definition of authorship or 
common rules for all scientific disciplines, editors cannot 
rely on an international editorial standard in dealing with 
authorship in their journal. Given the increasing number of 
authors, editors in some disciplines may find it technically 
difficult to fit hundreds or perhaps thousands of names on 
a printed page in their journal.

The best advice on authorship definition we can offer 
editors is that they should seek guidance in their professional 
communities. Editors of scholarly journals are aware of 
policies, guidelines and practices in their professional field, 
either locally or internationally.6 The policies of learned 
societies or specialty journals often include definitions of 
authorship and guidance on resolving authorship problems.

Box 1 provides examples of authorship definitions 
from different international sources. The first two are from 
editorial organizations, Council of Science Editors (CSE) and 
International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE). 
ICMJE’s authorship definition is widely accepted in biomedical 
and health fields, while CSE acknowledges differences in 
different fields and identifies common principles.

Two of the largest scientific publishers, Elsevier and 
Wiley-Blackwell, have contrasting authorship definitions. 
While Wiley-Blackwell accepts the ICMJE definition, 
in which an author should contribute to the idea AND 
execution AND writing of the study, Elsevier’s definition is 
more lax, asking for one of those contributions (‘significant 
contribution to the conception, design, execution, OR 
interpretation of the reported study’).

We also listed the definitions from two professional 
organizations. The first is most relevant for editors in 

Europe and covers all disciplines – The European Code of 
Conduct for Research Integrity from the European Science 
Foundation (ESF) and ALL European Academies (ALLEA). 
The Code defines that any of the following contribution 
merits authorship: ‘design, data collection, data analysis, or 
reporting’. We also present the definition of the American 
Psychological Association (APA) because its Publication 
Manual is widely used in social sciences. APA does not list 
specific requirements for authorship, but describes it as 
‘scientific or professional contributions’.

What is most important for a journal is that it publishes 
its authorship policy, including the recommended 
definition of authorship and the procedures for dealing 
with authorship disputes when they arise in the journal. 
We recommend two sets of documents in defining these 
policies and procedures:

1) Guidance from the Committee on Publication Ethics 
(COPE) on handling authorship disputes7, which describes 
good authorship practices and gives an excellent glossary of 
key concepts in authorship; and

2) COPE flowcharts to help editors when they are 
faced with suspected publication misconduct. Six out 
of 17 flowcharts are dedicated to authorship issues: a) 
‘Corresponding author requests addition of extra author 
before publication’, b) ‘Corresponding author requests 
removal of author before publication’,  c) ‘Request for 
addition of extra author after publication’, d) ‘Request for 
removal of author after publication’, e) ‘Suspected guest, ghost 
or gift authorship’, and f) ‘Advice on how to spot authorship 
problems’ (see Resources at the end of this chapter).

The Council of Science Editors (CSE) also offers good 
advice for cases when the author is deceased or incapacitated 
(see Resources). In such cases, co-authors should inform 
the journal, and in some cases, when the journal asks 
for copyright transfer, ‘copyright documentation from a 
familial or legal proxy’ should be provided.

In health and biomedical fields, many journals have 
introduced contribution disclosure practice in an attempt to 
increase accountability and reduce the number of authors 
who do not satisfy the ICMJE authorship criteria.8 While the 
practice of publishing authorship contributions definitely 
increased the transparency of authorship practices, it did not 
contribute to fair conclusions about authorship credit and 
responsibility. Our research group has performed a number 
of studies (including studies with a randomized design) 
to test the validity, reliability and quality of contribution 
declaration forms used by journals to report authorship.9-14 

The studies showed that the practice of asking authors to 
declare their contributions in structured forms does not 
allow valid conclusion on their authorship qualifications. 
Our current practice is to ask authors to explain in their 
own words why they think they should be the authors of the 
submitted manuscripts. We found that this practice did not 
decrease the number of authors fulfilling authorship criteria 
in our field (health, using ICMJE authorship definition).

Finally, it is important to keep in mind that journal 
editors cannot police publishing misconduct, including 
authorship. They can provide guidance on common 
authorship practices in the scientific field covered by their 
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Health/Biomedicine: International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) – Uniform Requirements for Manuscripts Submitted 
to Biomedical Journals: Writing and Editing for Biomedical Publications (available from www.icmje.org/ethical_1author.html):
•	 Authorship credit should be based on 1) substantial contributions to conception and design, acquisition of data, or analysis and 

interpretation of data; 2) drafting the article or revising it critically for important intellectual content; and 3) final approval of the 
version to be published. Authors should meet conditions 1, 2, and 3.

•	 When a large, multicenter group has conducted the work, the group should identify the individuals who accept direct 
responsibility for the manuscript. These individuals should fully meet the criteria for authorship/contributorship defined above, 
and editors will ask these individuals to complete journal-specific author and conflict-of-interest disclosure forms. When 
submitting a manuscript authored by a group, the corresponding author should clearly indicate the preferred citation and identify 
all individual authors as well as the group name. Journals generally list other members of the group in the Acknowledgments. 
The NLM indexes the group name and the names of individuals the group has identified as being directly responsible for the 
manuscript; it also lists the names of collaborators if they are listed in Acknowledgments.

•	 Acquisition of funding, collection of data, or general supervision of the research group alone does not constitute authorship.
•	 All persons designated as authors should qualify for authorship, and all those who qualify should be listed.
•	 Each author should have participated sufficiently in the work to take public responsibility for appropriate portions of the content.

Publisher, all disciplines: Elsevier – For Authors. Rights & responsibilities (available from: www.elsevier.com/authors/):
Authorship of the paper
Authorship should be limited to those who have made a significant contribution to the conception, design, execution, or interpretation 
of the reported study. All those who have made significant contributions should be listed as co-authors. Where there are others who 
have participated in certain substantive aspects of the research project, they should be acknowledged or listed as contributors.
The corresponding author should ensure that all appropriate co-authors and no inappropriate co-authors are included on the paper, 
and that all co-authors have seen and approved the final version of the paper and have agreed to its submission for publication.

Publisher, all disciplines: Wiley Blackwell – Publication Ethics. Best Practice Guidelines on Publication Ethics: A Publisher’s 
Perspective (available from: http://authorservices.wiley.com/bauthor/publicationethics.asp#_Toc149460095):
8.2 Best Practice: Authorship and acknowledgement
The International Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) provides a definition of authorship that is applicable beyond the 
medical sector. Wiley-Blackwell recommends that journal editors consider adopting the ICMJE authorship criteria as part of their 
editorial policy. The ICMJE authorship criteria state ‘authorship credit should be based on 1) substantial contributions to conception 
and design, or acquisition of data, or analysis and interpretation of data; 2) drafting the article or revising it critically for important 
intellectual content; and 3) final approval of the version to be published. Authors should meet conditions 1, 2, and 3.’

Professional organization, all disciplines: European Science Foundation (ESF) and ALL European Academies (ALLEA) – The 
European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (available from: www.esf.org/fileadmin/Public_documents/Publications/Code_
Conduct_ResearchIntegrity.pdf):
– Authorship should only be based on a creative and significant contribution to the research (i.e. contribution to the design, data 
collection, data analysis, or reporting, not for general supervision of a research group or editing of text). Guest authorship (i.e. listing 
authors who do not qualify) or ghost authorship (i.e. omitting individuals who meet authorship criteria) are not acceptable. All authors 
are fully responsible for the content of the publication, unless it is specified they are responsible only for aspecific part of the study and 
publication.
– Sequence of authors should be agreed by all authors, ideally at the start of the project or the initiation of the article/monograph, 
and may follow national and/or disciplinary codes. The criteria for deciding the order of authors should be agreed at the start of the 
project or writing.
– The work and contribution of collaborators and assistants should be acknowledged if appropriate, with their permission.

Professional organization, psychology: American Psychological Association (APA) – Ethics Code Updates to the Publication Manual 
(available from. www.apa.org/ethics/code/manual-updates.aspx):
8.12 Publication Credit
(a) Psychologists take responsibility and credit, including authorship credit, only for work they have actually performed or to which 
they have substantially contributed. (See also Standard 8.12b, Publication Credit.) 
(b) Principal authorship and other publication credits accurately reflect the relative scientific or professional contributions of the 
individuals involved, regardless of their relative status. Mere possession of an institutional position, such as department chair, does 
not justify authorship credit. Minor contributions to the research or to the writing for publications are acknowledged appropriately, 
such as in footnotes or in an introductory statement. 
(c) Except under exceptional circumstances, a student is listed as principal author on any multiple-authored article that is substantially 
based on the student’s doctoral dissertation. Faculty advisors discuss publication credit with students as early as feasible and throughout 
the research and publication process as appropriate. (See also Standard 8.12b, Publication Credit.)
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The usefulness of a scientific journal’s instructions to its 
potential authors is highly variable. The length of the 
instructions varies from one short paragraph to several 
pages of detail: one article reported a range of 885–18927 
words in the instructions to authors of 166 medical 
journals.1 They also vary widely in the range of topics they 
cover, from broad issues such as ethics to fine details such 
as margin widths and dots per square inch for figures. 

Whatever their completeness, they must be followed 
scrupulously. Many editors see their instructions as a 
means of distinguishing their journal from others and for 
imposing their particular ‘brand’ or style on the articles they 
publish. Journals with high refusal rates and high impact 
factors, such as The New England Journal of Medicine, 
simply return manuscripts that deviate in any way from 
their instructions. Participants in a discussion on the EASE 
Forum2 described several instances of apparently unfair 
rejection by journals on the basis of minor formatting 
details, such as placing the references after instead of before 
the tables. In some cases, the rejection was final, without 
the possibility of re-submission.

What information, however, should authors expect from 
the instructions to authors of a journal? What guidance 
can the author expect for preparing a manuscript for 
publication in a particular journal? 

The essentials
The essential elements that an author might expect to find 
include:
•	 the types of articles that are published;
•	 the acceptable length of each type of article, and, for 

those with abstracts, the word limit for the abstract;
•	 whether there is any limit on the numbers of references, 

tables and figures;
•	 the reference style;
•	 the layout of tables and figures and their dimensions; 
•	 whether a pre-submission draft will be accepted;
•	 what the editor expects to find in the cover letter;
•	 the peer-review system used and how long the process 

takes; and
•	 any manuscript processing or other charges.

In general, it is essential to know – before starting to 
write an article – how long it is to be. The journal will have 
been chosen by the author on the basis not only of the area 
of interest but also on the type of article it publishes; the 
length of the piece will therefore depend partly on whether 
it is a report of original research, a brief communication, a 
case report or some other category of article. The length of 
the abstract should be stated, with any specific structural 
headings that are required. The author should check what 
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the article word limit covers: the entire manuscript, from 
title through figure legends, or only the body of the text. 

It is also important to know beforehand the numbers of 
references, tables, and figures allowed. Authors tend more 
and more to tabulate and illustrate their findings, following 
the principle that a picture is worth 1000 words. This is 
not always true, and, as the editors of journals are always 
looking for ways to fit more articles into each issue, they 
are attentive to repetition of information textually and 
pictorially. The number of references is usually limited 
only for certain types of publication, such as case reports, 
commentaries and letters. Authors should look out for the 
insidious practice of some journals that try to increase 
their impact factor by instructing potential authors to cite 
as many articles as possible that were published in their 
journal.3

The problem of conforming to the niggling differences 
among journals in the use of commas, semicolons, 
colons, spaces, italics, and bold in reference lists has 
largely been overcome by the use of programs such as 
Reference Manager and EndNote, which format references 
automatically to that of the journal entered. One of the 
reasons that the International Committee of Medical 
Journal Editors (ICMJE) met in 1975 in Vancouver was to 
standardize the reference format of journals in the Uniform 
requirements for manuscripts submitted to biomedical 
journals: writing and editing for biomedical publication,4 

and many journals instruct their authors to use that format. 
Nevertheless, journals have introduced slight differences 
from that referencing style, and there have been calls for 
more standardization.5 

A pre-submission inquiry is typically a shorter version 
of the covering letter accompanied by a complete abstract, 
which is sent to a journal to determine whether it would be 
interested in a full manuscript. If an expression of interest 
is received, the full manuscript can be submitted. Some 
journals explicitly do not accept or even discourage pre-
submission inquiries. Others provide guidance for pre-
submissions or accept them only for certain types of articles. 
When they are permitted, journals usually give detailed 
instructions, which may require uploading appropriate 
documents into an electronic system. If a journal does not 
give specific guidance for pre-submission inquiries in their 
editorial policies, an author can send an email to the editor 
asking about the suitability of the research problem for the 
journal. Beginning a dialogue with the journal early on not 
only demonstrates a high level of interest but opens up a 
line of communication with the journal.6

The cover letter to the editor of the journal is much 
more important than most authors realize. It is used by 
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Group and Elsevier. For example, the website of a journal 
in the Nature Publishing Group might contain relatively 
little information about the journal’s style, but it will give 
a link to a web page called ‘Writing for a Nature journal’, 
which has tips for writing a journal article. The page also 
leads to other useful web pages, such as ‘Elements of style’, 
an editorial from Nature Physics, an article from SciDev.net 
called ‘How do I write a scientific paper?’ on presenting the 
results of a study and an annotated abstract from a Nature 
journal.

Other sources of information
One of the best ways to make an article conform to a journal’s 
particular requirements for tone and level of detail is to 
carefully study articles that have already been published. 
Reading a few issues of the journal can give a clearer idea 
than the instructions of the structure, the language and the 
length of articles that have been accepted. Thus, even if the 
instructions are not explicit, authors can adapt the style and 
content of their articles to those of the journal.

It is also essential to read the journal’s statement of 
purpose. The reason most often given by journal editors 
for rejecting a manuscript is that the subject matter is 
considered not to be of interest to the journal’s readers. The 
potential author should be aware of what topics are covered 
in the journal. Reading several recent issues can indicate 
the trends in the topics being covered. A journal might 
consider that a certain issue has been adequately covered 
and is unwilling to publish further papers on that issue, at 
least for the time being.

Conclusion
The instructions to authors of journals cannot be expected 
to thoroughly educate potential authors. The essential 
elements should include the types of articles that are 
published, the word count for each type of article and 
for abstracts, whether there are limits on the numbers of 
references, tables or figures, and the reference style. They 
should also include references to relevant guidelines for 
ethical research conduct and reporting, authorship and 
other issues of importance in the area of science on which 
they publish articles. They can furthermore refer potential 
authors to style guides and other writing aids, including the 
contact details of editorial consultants.

In view of the wide variation in instructions to authors, 
it might be worth considering trying to standardize 
them, at least within specific disciplines. If they provide 
only essential information, a standardized format would 
certainly take up less space and therefore be more likely to 
be read.
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the journal to determine which associate editor and which 
reviewer to send an article to and may actually form the 
basis for immediate refusal, if the editor considers, from 
the letter, that the article is unsuitable for the journal. 
Therefore, instructions on writing a cover letter should be 
part of instructions to authors, specifying that the letter 
should explain why the author considers that the article is 
not only worth publishing but is worth publishing in this 
particular journal.

The peer-review process differs from journal to 
journal, including the number (from one to six reviewers 
per paper), the type of ‘blinding’ (hiding the identity of 
the author from the reviewer, hiding the identity of the 
reviewer from the author, or both), if any, and how long 
it takes. All journals are not equal, some having a large 
staff, with dedicated personnel to follow-up reviewers, 
and others being run only by a brilliant but disorganized 
full-time scientist with a harassed secretary. Therefore, the 
process of peer review can take anything from a week to 
2 years. The delay can usually be deduced by comparing 
the ‘date received’, the ‘date accepted’ and the date on which 
the issue was actually published; however, it is helpful if 
the instructions include the mean time from reception to 
publication. Many journals now ask authors to propose 
possible reviewers, so that they can increase their database 
of reviewers on a particular subject area. Journals may also 
‘fast-track’ articles that they consider to be of particular 
importance, and the instructions to authors should specify 
whether this is done.

Each journal’s instructions must specify whether the 
journal is open access and if publication charges are levied. 
They should also specify any other processing charges, such 
as for colour illustrations.

Over-reaching
Guidance on the elements listed above is essential for the 
author. The instructions of a number of journals, however, 
attempt to guide authors in much broader areas, such as 
ethical conduct, study design and conduct, organization of 
the manuscript and writing style. 

Many of the articles that have been published on 
instructions to authors emphasize the importance of ethical 
conduct, including duplicate publishing of the same results, 
criteria for authorship, ethical standards for the reporting of 
studies involving human subjects or experimental animals, 
and conflicts of interest. Many journals give instructions 
for disclosure of competing interests, such as the standard 
ICMJE forms. They will also cover copyright issues, often 
again referring to the ICMJE document. The extent to 
which instructions to authors can enforce such standards 
is, of course, unknown.

Much has been written about the criteria for authorship, 
in an attempt to reduce the practice of ‘gift’ authorship; 
however, the number of journals that actually give such 
criteria is limited. For example, Liz Wager reported a study 
in which the instructions of 234 journals were examined to 
see whether they provided clear, consistent guidelines on 
authorship.7 She found that 41% gave no guidance; of the 
those that did, 29% cited the Uniform Requirements of the 

ICMJE (of which 35% cited an outdated version), and 33% 
gave other criteria. 

Numerous guidelines have been published, covering 
a wide range of standards, ethical and otherwise, for the 
authors of biomedical research papers reporting various 
types of studies. These have given rise to a fascinating 
array of acronyms, such as ARRIVE, CONSORT, MOOSE, 
PRISMA, STARD and STROBE. The EQUATOR website8 
gives a useful summary of many of these guidelines, with 
references. The ARRIVE (Animal Research: Reporting 
In Vivo Experiments) guidelines9 concern research in 
experimental animals; CONSORT (Consolidated Standards 
of Reporting Trials)10 encompasses various initiatives to 
reduce problems arising from inadequate reporting of 
randomized controlled trials; MOOSE guides the Meta-
analysis Of Observational Studies in Epidemiology;11 
PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses)12 replaces the QUOROM 
guideline; STARD are STAndards for the Reporting of 
Diagnostic accuracy studies;13 while STROBE refers to 
Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies in 
Epidemiology.14 These guidelines give detailed information 
on the requirements for reporting the different kinds of 
studies. They are readily available on the internet. Therefore, 
giving advice in individual instructions to authors on the 
elements of these broadly accepted guidelines may not only 
be unnecessary but might even be confusing. Instructions 
would better refer potential authors directly to the relevant 
statement.

Other authors have complained that the instructions 
to authors of some journals do not give guidelines on 
methodology, statistics or content,1,15,16 case reports,17 
graph construction,18 or writing style.1,19 Should the 
instructions of journals really be all-encompassing? Can 
a journal educate each author with regard to publication 
ethics, study method, reporting, statistics, designing tables, 
drawing figures and proper English scientific writing? 
Micro-lessons on aspects of writing, concentrated in 
one sentence, such as “The introduction should give the 
background to the study and state the aim of the research” 
provide too little information to be really useful and are 
therefore totally unnecessary. 

In an article in The Croatian Medical Journal, Marusic 
and Marusic (2001)20 wrote that international groups, such 
as the ICMJE, could set standards and provide guidelines, 
while it was the responsibility of small journals like their 
own to teach editorial integrity, study design, statistical 
analysis, precision, punctuality, research integrity, style of 
writing and “other aspects of scientific communication”. 

Few journals meet those standards; however, instructions 
to authors have evolved over time, especially with the 
advent of the internet. Most journals now have websites, 
and the instructions to authors often include links to a 
variety of aids, including online courses in writing, editorial 
services and guidelines such as the Uniform Requirements. 
The instructions therefore do not stand alone but are 
backed up by multiple resources. Such aids are found in 
particular on the websites of groups that publish several 
journals, such as the Nature Publishing Group, the BMJ 
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This chapter discusses editorial office activities from 
manuscript submission and walks through the process as 
the office processes the paper. We use the journal we have 
worked for as an example, realizing that different journals 
may have widely different processes.

Manuscript submission and initial processing
Procedures for submitting articles vary among journals, 
as do the types of articles those journals receive. Authors 
are strongly encouraged to carefully read the journal’s 
publication information for authors, which is discussed in 
more detail in Chapter 3.7 of this Handbook. The publication 
information should give clear instructions on how to submit 
and what to submit and also give the author some indication 
of what will happen to their article after submission.

Many journals now have online submission systems, in 
which the authors upload their article, plus any additional 
information required, through the journal website. In this 
case, the editorial office is usually alerted by email that 
there is an article waiting to be processed. Other journals 
ask for submission of articles by email or paper.

The first task of the editorial office is to undertake what 
is sometimes called a ‘sanity check’. This ensures that the 
article is suitable for the journal to consider and that all 
the elements are present. For example, if a botany journal 
receives an article on the history of lung cancer, it is not 
worth considering any further; the author should be 
immediately informed and the article immediately rejected. 
This type of inappropriate submission is not as uncommon 
as it should be!

The publication information should also tell authors how 
to prepare different types of content. For example, Radiology 
provides instructions on the number of words that are 
acceptable for each type of article, guidelines on how to crop 
images, and reference standards. The editorial office should 
check that these guidelines have been adhered to. For some 
journals, ignoring such guidelines leads to immediate 
rejection, whereas others may take a more lenient view. 

In online systems, the corresponding author fills in his 
or her contact details; this information may not always be 
clear when submissions are made via another route. It is 
important that the editorial office has one point of contact 
and also important that they have the contact details of all 
the other authors in order, for example, to confirm their 
publishing agreement. The corresponding author is the 
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designated author who will receive all communications 
from the journal during the review process as well as 
approve proofs prior to production. In our experience, 
communication with multiple authors can lead to 
inconsistent responses. 

Editorial staff should have a checklist in order to process 
articles efficiently and should follow it strictly. Checklist 
criteria vary by journal and the type of content, but they 
may include: signature of all authors on submission form, 
mention of an institutional review board or animal care 
committee, written consent from patients and any industry 
support. Increasingly, journals are asking authors to declare 
any conflict of interest in their research; if this is part of 
the requirement of submission, it should be included in the 
checklist. In Radiology, for example, if industry gave support 
for the study reported, this information must be stated at the 
beginning of the materials and methods section, with the 
name of the organization, the type of support, and whether 
(and which) industry-related author(s) had control of the 
data. This also applies for authors who are employees of or 
consultants to an industry whose products were evaluated 
in the study. 

Forms stating author contributions and copyright are 
also often required at submission. In the journal Radiology, 
automatic emails are sent to each author asking them to 
complete the forms online (or to return then by email or fax). 
Waiting for these forms does not usually delay processing 
of the manuscript, unless they have not been received when 
the article is ready for acceptance. The editorial office must 
maintain a record of when it received the forms, so they can 
be chased up in time to avoid a publishing delay.

Once a manuscript is deemed complete by the editorial 
office, it can move to the next step. Depending on the 
journal this may be either:
•	 The editor-in-chief, or an appointed group of editors, 

makes an initial decision: reject immediately without 
review or send for review.

•	 All articles are sent for review.
It is quite acceptable for the editor-in-chief (or a small 

group of deputy editors that meets regularly) to decide 
to reject without review if they consider the article will 
stand no chance of publication by the journal. This may 
be because it is outside the scope of the journal. It may 
be because it is about a topic that the editor knows he or 
she no longer wishes to cover. For example, according to 

data presented by Benson and Silver,1 even journals such 
as PLOS One (whose publishing criterion is only that the 
research be methodologically correct) reject over 30% of 
submissions without review.

Reviewer selection
Reviewers may be selected by different people, depending 
on the journal. In some journals, the editor-in-chief 
selects the reviewers. In others, the editor-in-chief asks 
an associate (or other) editor to select the reviewer. In yet 
others, the reviewers are selected by the editorial office. The 
mechanics of peer review are covered in greater detail in 
other chapters in this Handbook.

Whichever method is used, it is vital that the editorial 
office maintain a database of reviewers and their expertise. 
This will be used by whoever is responsible for selecting the 
reviewer. It is also useful for the editor (or their designate) 
in scoring each review to provide a running tally of not 
only the expertise of the reviewers but the quality of the 
reviews they provide for the journal. This scoring can also 
give the editor an idea of the zeal of the reviewer and put 
the reviewer’s decisions in context.

Authors may be allowed or encouraged to suggest 
reviewers who they prefer not review their work, or 
alternatively they may list preferred reviewers. Both 
situations occur when a manuscript is in a highly specialized 
field, with only a limited pool of potential reviewers, most 
of whom would be aware of who the author was, even 
when the manuscript is fully blinded. It is thus important 
to honour any request for a preferred non-reviewer. Even if 
the suggestions for preferred reviewers are not followed by 
the journal, they can help to populate the reviewer database. 
The editorial office is often, therefore, required to add the 
names suggested to the database for future reference.

Although peer review is covered well elsewhere in this 
Handbook, it is worth noting here that a lot of time is 
taken up with asking reviewers to review articles, chasing 
them to return their reviews, finding new reviewers when 
insufficient reviews are received, etc. This can be extremely 
frustrating for the editorial office, and good systems for 
managing peer review are vital.

Manuscript decision implementation
Once all reviews are received by the editorial office, they 
are forwarded to whoever makes the decision. (In this 
case forwarding may simply be a case of ensuring that the 
relevant editor picks up the automated alerts and looks at 
the reviews submitted online.) The decision can be made by 
the editor-in-chief alone, a deputy editor, a deputy editor in 
combination with the editor, or during an editorial board 
meeting. In journals that have frequent, formal editorial 
board meetings, papers that will potentially be published 
by the journal are presented by the relevant deputy editor 
and discussed by the group, the ultimate decision lying 
with the editor-in-chief.

The decision could be any of the following:
•	 Accept without revisions: This is quite rare.
•	 Accept pending revision: This is reserved for papers that 

have appropriate methods but require better organization, 

references, figures, and minor statistical review.
•	 Accept with minor revisions.
•	 Accept with significant revisions. 
•	 Under consideration: This is an intermediate stage 

between ‘accept pending revision’ and ‘reject/allow 
resubmission’. This decision is reserved for papers 
that need only minor changes, but the changes are in 
the methods and the results. The editor is usually not 
clear in his or her own mind about whether the article 
should be accepted or rejected until that information 
is provided. This category is therefore reserved for 
important papers that have more defects than one that 
is “accepted pending revision”.

•	 Reject: for papers that have significant methodological 
flaws or lack important novelty. 

•	 Reject resubmission: This category is reserved in our 
journal for papers that, after significant redrafting 
of the methods would possibly be acceptable for 
publication or an article that has a kernel of a good 
idea but needs significant revision to improve the 
quality for publication.

Decision letters
Once a decision is made, a letter (or email) is sent to the 
corresponding author. The body of this letter should be pro 
forma based on the category of decision described in the 
paragraphs above. After this, the editor or designate should 
paste all the reviewers’ comments or the salient portions of 
the reviews into the letter. In our journal, for manuscripts 
accepted with revision or under consideration, the editor 
puts an asterisk next to those items that he or she considers 
must be addressed in the revision. The other, non-asterisked 
items can be addressed at the author’s discretion. This letter 
is sent to the corresponding author, usually with a timetable 
for resubmission. This can be a fixed time or may depend 
on the complexity of the revision required. In automated 
systems, an alert can be set up to remind authors when they 
are late – and also to remind the editorial office to pick up 
the telephone and chase authors themselves.

When the revision is received
When a revision is received, a decision must be made to 
accept the article or not. This may be done by the editor-
in-chief, or his or her designate. In some cases, the article 
might be sent out for review again. In either case, the 
editorial office must monitor the status and ensure that 
decisions are made promptly. In our journal, the editor-in-
chief decides whether a re-review is required. We re-review 
articles only when substantial corrections were required.

The editor-in-chief or a designated editor should 
review the cover letter that comes with the revision and 
look carefully at how the authors have responded to the 
critiques. The annotated paper must also be examined to 
verify exactly what changes the authors have made. 

Acceptance
When an article is accepted, the editorial office must 
again ensure that it has all the required elements and 
the most recent ones, particularly figures and text. Any 
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required paperwork, such as the copyright assignment and 
authorship forms, must also be in place. Only when the 
editorial office is sure that everything is received and ready 
can the article move into production.

Copyediting, typesetting and proofing
Once a manuscript has been accepted for publication, it 
is sent to the production office. This may be part of the 
editorial office or may be with an external publisher. The 
production staff are responsible for the movement of the 
article from this point onwards. The first step is to copy-
edit the article, which is covered in detail elsewhere (see 
Chapter 1-1). This may, however, result in queries for the 
authors, which the editorial office may be required to 
forward, especially if the author needs to be contacted and 
the contact details are missing or incorrect.

Production
Once the article has been copy-edited, it will be typeset into 
either page format or HTML format for the internet. The 
publisher manages this operation and also sends out page 
proofs. The editorial office may see the page proofs and may 
also be responsible for obtaining approval and corrections 
from the authors. In this case, they must manage the 
time given to authors and be prepared to chase them up 
for responses to queries and for approval of their edited, 
typeset article. Some journals move ahead without approval 
from the authors, whereas others insist on a response from 
the authors. In the latter case, a non-responsive author can 
delay publication of the issue; therefore, the editorial office 
must be prepared to chase them up to ensure that they 
honour the schedule.

Publishing
Some journals publish articles as soon as the copy-editing 
and typesetting have been completed. For example, most 
of the journals on BioMed Central publish each article 
as soon as it is ready. In other journals, accepted articles 
move through copy-editing, typesetting, proofing, and 
correcting, until they are considered ‘held for press’. Then, 
on a specific date, the articles to go into an issue are selected 
from those held for press. 

In our journals, as soon as an article is accepted for 
publication, it is assigned to a particular print month. Once 
the quota for original research articles and invited pieces 
(editorials, special communications, etc.) for a specific issue 
has been reached, the print issue is closed, and assignment 
to the next month begins. As the deadline to finalize the 
print issue approaches, the total page count per article after 
manuscript editing is calculated. If too many pages have 
been assigned to a print issue, articles are moved manually 
to the next month to meet the page allotment. The online 
version of the journal must match the print content with 
respect to the articles published in it.

Several editors like to group articles on a specific 
subject. However more often, the manuscripts that are 
‘first in’ and completed are the ‘first out’ to be published. 
Many journals have subsections, and organizing papers 
into the appropriate subsection is usually an editorial 

task. Additionally, articles are often grouped within each 
subsection by importance or quality.

Once the issue has been finalized, the editor-in-chief 
reviews all the images submitted and selects those that 
might be used as cover illustrations. This might be based 
on colour, the story the images tell, or an exciting advance 
in science. The goal of the cover is to encourage readers to 
open the journal and read the articles. In other journals, the 
choice of cover image may be made by the publisher or the 
editorial office.

When the content of the issue has been selected, the 
final pagination can be added to the articles and the correct 
front and end matter selected. This may be the list of 
editorial board members or other regular material or may 
include advertisements, announcements, etc. The editorial 
office may be required to coordinate this additional 
content. Equally, when the issue has been compiled, a proof 
is usually generated for a quick check before the issue is 
printed. At this stage, the editorial office are the only people 
checking the proofs (if it is not done by the production 
office), and they will be looking for correct pagination, 
issue number, table of contents, etc. rather than reading the 
articles (which have already been proofread and should be 
entirely correct). At this stage, approval is usually expected 
within a few hours of receipt to avoid any printing delays.

Corrections/letters to the editor
If an error is identified in an already published paper, either 
by the editor, the original author, or a reader, the editor 
should decide whether an erratum is needed. An erratum 
is needed when the error has an effect on the conclusions, 
results, or recommendations of the paper. When there 
is any doubt, an erratum is usually printed as soon as 
possible. The editorial office must have systems in place 
for recording such corrections and ensuring that they are 
published as soon as possible.

If a reader has a different interpretation of the results 
of a study published in the journal or has additional 
information, he or she should write a letter to the editor, and 
the original authors should have the option of responding. 
The editorial office must coordinate such items in the same 
way that they would any other submission.

With online publications, it is possible to update an 
article, but this should be done with care and any changes 
clearly indicated, with the date on which they were made. 
Equally, if there is any additional content to be added to 
an article, this can be done in print as a corrigendum but 
can simply be added to the website online. It is extremely 
important for the scientific record that the date of any 
additions or changes be recorded in a clear manner. 
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Book reviews play an important part in academic 
communication. Many academic journals publish book 
reviews in addition to their articles and, indeed, some 
specialist journals publish nothing but book reviews.
Nonetheless, not a lot is known about how people read, 
write, and edit book reviews, or how they are chosen.

Book reviews differ from academic articles submitted 
for publication because, in the main, they are solicited by 
an editor and are not subjected to the normal refereeing 
process. Editors normally accept for publication the reviews 
that are submitted, although sometimes they may shorten 
and/or edit them.

Choosing the reviewers
Different editors have different procedures for choosing 
book reviewers. Some, for example, maintain panels of 
authors deemed appropriate for the task, whereas others 
work more with their personal knowledge of authors in 
their field, perhaps guided by recommendations from their 
colleagues. Others list books available for review in the 
current issues of their journals and invite interested readers 
to bid for them. Sometimes the authors themselves may 
nominate people that they consider appropriate to review 
their text.

There are a number of journals today where lists of books 
available for review are distributed by email attachments to 
a panel of reviewers and/or readers, who can then select 
one or more that interests them (for example, see the 
British Journal of Educational Technology, H-Net Reviews, 
Law and Politics Book Review, Studies in Higher Education). 
Completed book reviews are submitted by email or 
uploaded directly using electronic editing software. These 
reviewers do not need to worry about the niceties of 
presenting the authors’ initials, and ISBN numbers, etc., as 
this is done automatically for them. One or two journals 
even provide electronic templates for reviewers to follow 
when writing their reviews (for example, International 
Journal of Commerce and Management).

Reviewers are not normally compensated for their 
reviews but most of them get to keep the book in question. 
Some potential reviewers approach the publishers of a text 
to ask if they can review it (in exchange for a copy). Such 
reviewers also have to approach the editors of the journals 
where they intend to submit the review to ask if they would 
welcome such a review (see below).

Writing book reviews: editorial instructions
Because book reviews are not normally refereed editors 
need to make it clear what they require. Thus there are 
usually instructions on these matters for potential book 
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reviewers. Such instructions typically cover technical 
matters and content.

Technical matters
These instructions often start with an indication of the 
required length: (‘Individual book reviews should be between 
800 and 1200 words in length, depending upon the amount 
of attention which you feel the book merits’). Indeed, advice 
about length is sometimes the only advice given.

However, there may be further advice on layout: 
(‘Reviews should be set justified and double-spaced’). In 
some journals a good deal of attention is given to how to 
head the review in the appropriate format for that particular
journal (for example, author – surname first, date of 
publication, title – in bold, place of publication, publisher, 
number of pages, ISBN number, price). Similarly, there are 
sometimes instructions on how to end the review with the
reviewer’s name and institutional affiliation, and perhaps a 
request for some biographical notes.

Much space is devoted in some editorial instructions on 
how to cite quotations from the book being reviewed, and 
on how to provide references and/or footnotes. However, 
some journals explicitly forbid such details: ‘Please use 
references only sparingly, if at all’ (The Psychologist). Finally 
there are instructions for submitting the finished review: 
for example, ‘Please send your review by 6th August to 
meet the November deadline.’

Specific guidance about content
Some journals provide more advice. The Journal of the 
Medical Library Association, for example, provides potential 
book reviewers with lengthy notes on the aims and scope of 
the journal, together with a paragraph on what the content 
of the review might contain:

‘Reviews should contain a brief overview of the scope 
and content (of the book being reviewed) so that 
readers can determine the book’s interest to them. 
Reviewing each chapter of a book is not necessary. For 
a research or historical work, please comment on its 
significance in relation to the focus area as well as to 
the field as a whole. For an applied or descriptive work, 
be sure to comment on its usefulness. In both cases 
compare the book with similar publications in its area 
and indicate its potential audiences, where relevant.’

Other journals go further: for example,
‘The editor encourages reviewers to devote special 
attention to the political assumptions and discussions in 
the book under review,’ (Law and Politics Book Review).
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sciences.7 Here it can be seen that approximately half of 
journals in the arts and in the social sciences changed the 
typographic settings for their book reviews, but that this 
was not true of the science journals.

Box 1. A possible checklist for book reviewers

Make sure that your review contains:

•	 An early paragraph saying what the book is about, 
and putting it in context

•	 Information about the intended audience
•	 A critique of the argument/content of the book
•	 Any supporting academic references
•	 Remarks on the strengths and limitations of the 

book
•	 A note on the format, length and price (or value for 

money)
•	 A note (if appropriate) on how well the text is 

supported by tables/diagrams/illustrations

If the following details are not supplied for you, please 
make sure that your review contains:
•	 Accurate details of the authors’/editors’ names and 

initials
•	 Title of the publication
•	 Edition
•	 Date of publication
•	 Publisher and place of publication
•	 ISBN number
•	 Format (hardback, paperback or soft cover)
•	 Number of pages
•	 Price

Table 1. The numbers of book reviews in 25 each of four 
categories for Arts, Social Science, and Science journals7

Journals 
(N=25)

Same 
type size

Smaller 
type size

2 cols 
(same 
type-size)

2 cols
(smaller 
type-size)

Arts 
journals

13 8 1 3

Social
science
journals

12 8 0 5

Science
journals

20 4 1 0
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There are also – sometimes – suggestions about style:
‘We are seeking reviews that are incisive… integrative… 
balanced… and provocative’ (PsyCritiques).

‘It is not required that every review contain at least 
one negative remark. Selective detail is refreshing. 
Encyclopaedic detail – as in a chapter by chapter outline 
– is rarely called for’ (American Journal of Physics).
One or two journals remark on the possibility that 

a reviewer, having examined a book, may not wish to 
review it. These books should, therefore, be returned for 
re-assignment. Others comment on ethical matters:

‘Professional ethics require that you do not review a 
book when an overriding sense of personal obligation, 
competition or enmity exists’ (Law and Politics Book 
Review).

Nature requires its book reviewers to sign certain disclaimers 
(for example, that they have not been in dispute with the 
book’s author) before their review can be published.

Unsolicited book reviews
Some editors accept unsolicited reviews, provided that 
they meet the required standards. As one editor told 
me, ‘I strongly encourage unsolicited reviews’ (Journal 
of Technical Writing and Communication). But others 
are more cautious, for example, ‘This journal does not 
publish unsolicited reviews. However, if you would like 
to be added to our database of potential reviewers, please 
fill in our potential reviewers’ data-sheet’ (The Hispanic 
American Historical Review). Some editors are more blunt: 
‘Unsolicited book reviews are not accepted’ (American 
Historical Review).

Reading and writing book reviews
I have reported elsewhere on what I found when I sent 
an electronic questionnaire on reading and writing book 
reviews to groups of academics in the Arts, Sciences and 
Social Sciences.1,2

Here, almost two-thirds of these respondents recalled 
reading a dreadful book review. Some of the things 
Scientists said about such reviews were that they were:
•	 pointless, uninformative, indecisive and boring;
•	 a mere listing of the contents;
•	 pretentious, unkind, careless;
•	 personally abusive about the author’s credentials;
•	 written to cherish the reviewer’s ego.

Generally speaking, book reviews were not highly 
regarded if they simply outlined the content of a book 
using a chapter-by-chapter format. On the other hand, 
approximately 55% of the respondents recalled reading an 
outstanding book review. Here scientists thought that such 
reviews:
•	 gave a balanced critical evaluation of the text;
•	 made seemingly dull topics interesting;
•	 were well written, succinct, and informative;
•	 made theoretical contributions in their own right;
•	 made people want to buy the book.

How then might Science editors encourage authors to 
write outstanding book reviews? First of all they should 
perhaps consider their instructions to their authors in 
this respect as discussed above. Next they might consider 
indicating where additional help might be found. There 
are several useful book chapters and academic articles on 
writing book reviews in the Sciences and Social Sciences2–5 

as well as websites. Finally, they might consider providing 
more specific advice for novices. Some editors provide new 
reviewers with copies of what they deem to be exemplary 
reviews to provide instructional models. Others promise to 
provide assistance for those who have never written a book 
review before.

In a wide-ranging and informative paper, Miranda 
(1996)6 traces the history of book reviewing (from 140 BC.!) 
and suggests that the key features of successful reviews are 
those where the reviewer:
•	 evaluates the contribution of the text;
•	 sets the work in a larger, broader context;
•	 identifies the strengths and weaknesses of the arguments, 

and;
•	 involves the reader in the discussion.

Miranda also notes that some book review formats are 
not used as extensively as they might be, for example:
•	 integrated formats, where there are several reviews on 

books on the same subject matter;
•	 multi-disciplinary formats – where one book is 

reviewed by people from different disciplines;
•	 special issue formats – where the reviews supplement 

and complement the theme of selected papers in that 
issue of the journal;

•	 review essay sections – where two or three books on the 
same or contrasting themes are reviewed by the same 
reviewer; and

•	 rejoinders, where a review is followed by the author’s reply.

All of these formats seem worth exploring more. But 
whatever the format, my research suggests that successful 
reviews contain a number of key features. Box 1 provides 
a checklist in this respect. Editors might like to send this 
to their book reviewers, perhaps adjusted slightly to meet 
their own particular needs.

The typographic settings of book reviews
Finally, we might note that although book reviews play an 
important role in academic journals, they are often printed 
in a different way from the main articles. No doubt this 
change in typographic settings is used to indicate that ‘this 
is a book review’ as opposed to ‘this is an article’, but such 
changes are not always helpful for the reader. Some familiar 
strategies here are to print the text in two-columns, rather 
than one, and to use a different and smaller type-size and 
typeface, without recognizing that smaller type-sizes are 
more difficult to read – especially for older persons.

Curiously enough it appears that there might be 
disciplinary factors in these decisions. The data shown in 
Table 1 summarize the typographic settings used in 25 
journals in each of the arts, the social sciences and the 


