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Since journals started to be delivered over the internet 
there have been extensive discussions about the principle 
of charging for access. During the past few years the 
discussions have reached new levels, with support from 
governments and funding institutions for making research 
articles free to view. The debates have become increasingly 
complicated by two questions:
1. Where should the research article be free to view – on 

the journal website, or in an online repository?
2. What can the user do with the research article (other 

than simply read and cite it)?

This chapter will provide a brief background to the 
current debates and also pose the questions that editors 
need to answer if they are to ensure that their journals 
comply with international strictures and expectations.

The original definitions of open access
The principle of open access (OA) was defined by three 
agreements back in the early 2000s. The Bethesda, Budapest 
and Berlin agreements all stated the principle of free access, 
but also raised the importance of ensuring that materials 
would be securely archived, and made available for reuse 
without barriers. 

Today these debates have been redefined to emphasise 
that articles should be available on three conditions:
•	 no payment for readers – free access;
•	 ability to reuse the content to create and build on 

research information to develop new knowledge;
•	 availability of a permanent archival copy.

The rationale for these criteria is that the ability to read 
articles without being able to reuse the content is considered 
insufficient for the continued development of knowledge. 
In particular, there are calls to allow unrestricted data 
mining and the use of content in the creation of new works 
(with the caveat that all reuse is fully credited to the original 
authors and the original publication).

There are many journals around the world that publish 
freely – i.e. without a payment required for accessing the 
content. The Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ) 
presents an index of OA journals and criteria for inclusion 
within their listings, see http://www.doaj.org/.

Open access journals and business models
Many journals make their content freely available, and are 
funded either through their parent institution, or through 
Article Publication Charges (APCs). For example, the 
PLOS Journals were launched as fully OA journals, and 
are financially sustainable because of publication fees. 
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This fee is payable for any article that has been accepted 
for publication (and not by those that submit and are then 
rejected). The level of the fee has been set at what is required 
to manage the journal, and this fee can vary greatly. For 
example, the BioMed Central list of charges shows, for each 
of their journals, APCs between US$620 and US$2285 
(http://www.biomedcentral.com/about/apcfaq/howmuch). 
Note that it is assumed that the author will rarely have to 
pay the APC personally, and will be supported by his or her 
institution. Also, several publishers who require APCs may 
make an agreement with a particular institution whereby 
the institution pays an annual fee in return for which 
any author from that institution is either not charged, or 
charged a reduced-rate APC.

The majority of (ethical) journals that charge APCs will 
waive them for authors who cannot pay – either because 
they have no available grant funding or because they come 
from a developing country where funds are not available 
from their institutions. This means, of course, that a journal 
using this business model cannot survive if the majority 
of its APCs are waived. One important consideration 
for editors is the potential of bias towards authors and 
institutions that are able to pay the publication fees. Most 
ethical journals will manage the payment system separately 
from the editorial office, so that editors cannot be accused 
of preference for fee-paying articles.

There is also some concern that implementation of 
APCs can lead to ‘predatory’ publishers – taking advantage 
of an author’s need to publish by providing poor services 
and limited quality control, but publishing where an author 
is able to pay (also called vanity publishing). The number of 
such publishers has apparently proliferated during the past 
few years; one librarian retains a blog (Beall’s list) in which 
he names those publishers that are believed to operate such 
unethical publishing practices (see http://scholarlyoa.com/
publishers/). However, there is equal concern that ethical 
publishers are included in this list due to naivety in the way 
they operate or present their publications. 

In another model, some journals that were subscription-
only now offer individual articles the option to be published 
OA, with an APC. These journals are called ‘Hybrid’ because 
some (or most) of the articles must be purchased by the 
subscriber, while others are free for anyone to view. See, 
for example, the Wiley ‘Online Open’ explanation: http://
olabout.wiley.com/WileyCDA/Section/id-406241.html

Take-up of the OA option in these journals varies 
according to the discipline and the availability of funding 
to pay the APC being charged by the journal. In principle, 
the publisher will reduce the subscription price according 
to the amount of OA material being published; however, in 

some journals the take-up is so low that it has made little 
difference to the price being charged for subscription. The 
theory is that as more authors take up the option for OA, 
the journals will undergo transition from a subscription 
sales model to an APC publishing model. 

One other aspect to consider with regard to managing an 
OA versus a closed-access journal is the cost of running the 
journal. There are no definitive statistics that say whether it 
is cheaper or more expensive to be closed or open; this is 
because the business costs vary so much between different 
journals. For example, one journal may employ several 
staff, whereas another relies entirely on volunteers, and 
yet another may use university staff whose time is charged 
to other departments. One clear saving is in the cost of 
managing sales staff who manage subscriptions; however, 
this may be replaced by staff managing APCs. There may be 
some savings in managing website access in an OA journal, 
but the management of the website in its entirety should 
not differ. A report estimated that if Elsevier changed to full 
OA it would save 12-14% on costs1 but Elsevier is hardly 
representative of most publishers!

Repositories
Academic and research institutions invest heavily 
in research – employing academics and researchers, 
and funding projects, experiments and development 
programmes. There has been increasing concern that the 
outputs from their investment would then be unavailable 
to the funder without requiring additional payment. Not 
only does this appear grossly unreasonable, but many (if 
not most) of the institutions and funders believe that the 
outputs from their support should be made freely available 
worldwide as part of their organization’s mission.

To further their own access to content that they have 
supported, many institutions have established digital 
repositories to capture the intellectual output of the 
organization. In the early days, these predominantly 
included grey literature such as working papers, theses, 
dissertations and the like. More recently, however, the 
institutions have been more concerned about capturing the 
publications that their employees and grantees generate. To 
this end, many institutions have mandated (or established a 
requirement) that all employees and grantees deposit their 
published works in the institutional repository.

In addition to these institutional repositories, there are 
some disciplinary ones that are centrally managed and 
encourage authors from anywhere in the world to deposit 
their materials in them. In the physics environment, ArXiv.
org has been in operation for over 15 years, and in the life 
sciences, PubMed Central, which is run by the US National 
Institutes of Health was launched in 2000. Each of these 
larger repositories has their own rules regarding acceptable 
content. For example, ArXiv.org encourages anyone to 
upload their content and leaves it to the community to 
comment and evaluate. However, PubMed Central (or 
PMC as it is now to be known) will only accept content 
that it deems to be of sufficient quality – either through 
evaluation of the journals that wish to deposit their content 
on PMC, or because the article is a research output that has 

been supported by one of the identified grant funders (see 
below).

The position of major funders
Most of the major funders have, in the past few years, 
introduced requirements whereby the funded researchers 
are required to make their work public – free to access and 
free to read. Most of the funders that make this requirement 
ask that copies of articles are either made freely available on 
the journal website, or in a repository.

For example, the Wellcome Trust policy states that it:
•	 requires electronic copies of any research papers that have 

been accepted for publication in a peer-reviewed journal, 
and are supported in whole or in part by Wellcome Trust 
funding, to be made available through PubMed Central 
(PMC) and Europe PubMed Central (Europe PMC) as 
soon as possible and in any event within six months of 
the journal publisher’s official date of final publication;

•	 will provide grantholders with additional funding, 
through their institutions, to cover open access charges, 
where appropriate, in order to meet the Trust’s 
requirements;

•	 encourages - and where it pays an open access fee, 
requires - authors and publishers to license research 
papers so they may be freely copied and re-used (for 
example, for text- and data-mining purposes), provided 
that such uses are fully attributed.

For the full text of Wellcome Trust’s policy, see the 
website: http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/About-us/Policy/
Policy-and-position-statements/WTD002766.htm

Individual universities also often have similar 
requirements – stipulating that their academics and funded 
researchers make their output available in the institutional 
repository.

For example, the policy of Trinity College, Dublin states 
that:
•	 to assist the university in providing Open Access to all 

scholarly papers published by its members of staff and 
research students, each staff member and research 
student will provide, immediately upon acceptance for 
publication, an electronic copy of the final peer-reviewed 
draft of each article at no charge to the appropriate 
representative of the Provost’s Office in an appropriate 
format (such as PDF).

At the time of writing there were almost 270 mandates 
recorded on the Registry of Open Access Repositories 
Mandatory Archiving Policies (http://roarmap.eprints.org/). 

The variable items of note within these mandates include:
•	 when the article must be made available;
•	 where the article must be made available;
•	 what version of the article must be made available (see 

below).

Most of the mandates allow for an ‘embargo period’. This 
is an amount of time between the publication of the article 
within a journal and when it is made freely available in a 
repository. The reason for this is to allow the publisher of 
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the journal to make sales of the initial publication before 
it becomes freely available. The embargo periods were 
originally set at about two years, but have gradually been 
reduced and now stand commonly at six months. 

Most of the mandates also stipulate where the article 
must be made available. For institutional mandates, this is 
usually the institutional repository. For the larger funder 
mandates, it is usually one of the large discipline-specific 
repositories, such as PubMed Central, or RePEc (Research 
Papers in Economics). 

Some of the funder mandates will pay for OA journal 
publishing – providing funds to pay for the article 
publication fees. For example, any Wellcome Trust funded 
researcher who publishes in PLOS Medicine, will have the 
APC (US$2900) paid directly by Wellcome Trust. Several 
university libraries are now developing publication funds 
to pay for their researchers to publish in journals that 
charge APCs. 

It is worth mentioning here the UK Finch report that 
was produced in 2012. This was a government investigation 
into OA, with a mandate to investigate how to improve 
access to research, especially publicly-funded research (see: 
http://www.researchinfonet.org/publish/finch/). The full 
recommendations can be accessed online, but, in general, 
the investigation supports the publication of journals. It 
also acknowledges that they require funding to exist and 
that this should be provided if we are to move to a more OA 
environment. One outcome from this report was a decision 
by the UK research councils (RCUK) to mandate for OA 
and to agree to fund the publication charges associated with 
it. However, the report has not been willingly accepted in all 
areas and at the time of writing led to further government 
investigations. In particular, there has been considerable 
concern from researchers the humanities and social 
sciences, who feel that the report and ensuing mandates 
do not recognize the economic differences between the life 
science publishing environment and theirs.

Moving aside from the politics surrounding some of 
the funding mandates, another issue to consider is which 
version is to be made publicly available. Many of the 
mandates only require the ‘accepted article’ to be placed in 
a repository: this is the version after peer review, but before 
copyediting and design. Although this version should be 
fairly close to the final version of record, that is, what is 
published in the journal, there can sometimes be important 
changes – including a change of title, authorship, and 
correction of major errors in the article that were missed 
during peer review. Some other mandates require a copy 
of the published article to be deposited in a repository as 
well as being available on the publisher website within 
the journal. One outcome of this is that a reader may find 
multiple versions of an article available; furthermore, it is 
not always clear how close the available version is to the 
version of record.

At issue for editors here is (1) their willingness to allow 
a version of the published article to be made available 
on a repository, (2) whether they are willing to accept 
a submission where an early draft can be found already-

available on a repository, and (3) which version of the article 
they will allow for posting in a repository after publication. 

The effect on citation
There are some arguments that open access articles will 
be more highly cited. It is certainly true that OA articles 
are – on average – accessed and downloaded more than 
closed access articles.2 Therefore it seems intuitive to think 
that they will be more highly cited. However, this has not 
been proven, and probably never can be. A large number of 
downloads will not necessarily lead to a high citation rate.  
It is the value of the article to the reader that determines 
whether it will be cited, and OA availability cannot change 
this. 

The deposit of the accepted version of the article, and 
the proliferation of versions that this causes can also dilute 
the citations. For example, if a reader accesses a repository 
version and wishes to cite it, the journal will lose the credit. 
Equally problematic is when the accepted version on a 
repository is accessed and read, even though the citation 
to the published version is considered  the ‘authoritative 
version’. However, if there is no difference between them, 
there is no problem.

The rights of users: the licence
As mentioned at the start of this chapter, merely making the 
research articles available for free is no longer considered 
fully open access. Increasingly, advocates insist that for full 
OA compliance, the contents of the article should be made 
available for reuse without requiring specific permission 
from the author or the copyright holder. Conventionally, 
if someone wanted to reprint an article (for more than 
personal use), or re-publish a graph from another article, 
for example, they need to request permission to do this 
from the copyright holder. The copyright holder is the 
author in the first instance, but on publication, copyright 
is usually transferred to the journal publisher (but see the 
chapter on copyright, Chapter 6.7).

The process of requesting permission can be arduous, 
and then, it may not be granted or a charge may be levied 
for the use of the content. The need to ask permission is 
considered alien to the principle of OA, which states that 
research must be free to be reused to further the progress 
of knowledge. Therefore for an article to be ‘truly OA’, it is 
generally accepted that it must be published with a licence 
that allows readers to reuse the content without requiring 
permission.

The most widely used terms and conditions are those 
of the Creative Commons (www.creativecommons.org). 
This is a non-profit initiative that was established to create 
international licences that can be used by all publishers (as 
well as other areas of the creative industries). They provide 
free licences that can be downloaded and integrated into a 
journal website. The benefit of these licences is that they are 
intuitive and easy for readers to recognize and comply with. 
The disadvantage is that they are fairly generic and do not 
allow for optional permissions restrictions or allowances 
the publisher may wish to introduce.

To select one of their licences, the publisher makes 
selections from the options menu from which a licence 
is generated. The three main questions that need to be 
answered:
•	 What is the country of publication (for the legal parts)?
•	 Is the work available for commercial use (or only for 

non-commercial use)?
•	 Can the work be used to create derivative products?

From this, the following licences are generated:
•	 CC ND – only non-derivative uses can be made of the 

article (but commercial works are allowed);
•	 CC NC – only non-commercial uses can be made of 

the article (but derivative works are allowed);
•	 CC ND NC – neither commercial nor derivative uses 

can be made of the article;
•	 CC BY – any use of the article can be made, including 

commercial or derivative works.

One important point is that all of these licences stipulate 
that full attribution must be made to the original article, 
ensuring that the original work will not be plagiarised 
when it is reused. (For a further discussion of this topic see 
Chapter 6.7 about copyright and plagiarism.)

For the advocates of OA only the CC BY licence is 
considered an acceptable licence. There are also pragmatic 
reasons for selecting this licence. For example, if a figure is 
reused within another article, this constitutes a derivative 
work; however, within the context of OA this would be 
considered completely acceptable. Likewise, to use an 
article (or parts of it) in a training course would almost 
certainly constitute a commercial use if the students had 
paid to attend the course, or if the tutor was being paid. 

The ‘HowOpenIsIt’ guide, developed by PLOS, SPARC 
and OASPA, can provide useful guidance on the different 
‘flavours’ of OA. It is available in English, Spanish and Chinese 
(see: http://www.plos.org/about/open-access/howopenisit/).

Gold, green and libre OA
Since these three terms are used extensively, it is important 
to know what they mean. All three terms refer to either 
journals or mandates. 

When they refer to journals:
•	 gold means that the journal makes its articles available 

OA under a CC BY licence;
•	 green means that the journal allows authors to deposit 

their article(s) within a repository (but ‘green’ does not 
stipulate any licence terms as they are understood by 
‘gold’);

•	 libre means that the journal makes its articles available 
free of charge, but under a licence that is more 
restrictive than CC BY.

These terms can be used in combination: for example, a 
journal can be both gold and green. But it cannot be libre 
and gold.

When they refer to mandates:
•	 gold means that the funder endorses publishing in 

Gold journals;

•	 green means that the authors may publish in a closed-
access journal, but must make their article(s) available 
within a repository (and again the licence terms may 
be negotiable);

•	 (libre is not used in this context.)

Summary
This article has only skimmed the surface of the ongoing 
debates about open access, but open access is gaining 
support throughout the research and funding environment 
– including governments (see the UK Research Councils 
mandate) and cross-regional settings (see the EU 
announcement). It is important that editors remain aware 
of the debates, and consider the best publishing model for 
their journal – whether open, closed or hybrid – and what 
licence they should be using for their content.
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A lucky editor is one who never encounters legal problems. 
A very unlucky editor is one who is unprepared when they 
arrive. Sadly, it is likely that most editors will, at some time, 
encounter some legal problems with the journal that they 
are responsible for and therefore there is a need to be aware 
of the type of problems and how to deal with them.

Many of the legal issues are caused by ignorance on the 
part of the authors (and sometimes the editors). When 
dealing with authors (and reviewers, editors, etc.), an editor 
has to trust that basically they are honest and that they have 
obtained relevant permission where required. However, 
editors also need to be aware of where problems can occur.

One of the most common problems relates to copyright 
infringement. Copyright is the intellectual property right 
of ownership which literally grants permission to copy. It is 
governed by national legislation, but there are overarching 
principles and good practice guidelines that editors should 
follow.

Copyright versus plagiarism
As a first step, it is important for an editor to know the 
difference between copyright and plagiarism. Copyright 
protects the expression of an idea, and not the idea itself. 
Plagiarism is where somebody copies an idea (but not the 
expression of that idea) and pretends it is their own idea. 
This means that if an author copies an article and submits 
it to you under their own name, they have committed an 
act of plagiarism (pretending the article is a work of their 
own intellect). If they did this without the permission of the 
copyright owner (who may or may not be the author), then 
this will be a copyright infringement as well.

Under national laws, it is usually easier to sue someone 
for copyright infringement than for plagiarism. However, 
within the research and academic environment plagiarism 
is often dealt with more severely because it undermines 
research attribution and credibility.1

In reality, it is quite difficult to copy an idea without 
copying enough of the expression of the idea to avoid 
copyright infringement. Equally, it can be difficult to identify 
plagiarism where the expression differs dramatically from 
the original publication. Therefore, the software tools for 
identifying plagiarism really look for copying – which is 
potentially copyright infringement.2 More information 
about plagiarism can be found elsewhere in the Handbook, 
so this chapter will focus more specifically on copyright.

Permission to publish
A journal does not have the right to publish a work simply 
because an author has submitted it. The author must 
actively grant the journal permission to publish the work. 
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It is a common misperception that the act of submission 
automatically grants the journal the right to publish. Just as 
you have to click the I agree to the terms and conditions box 
when you sign onto a website (even if you never read the full 
terms and conditions!), an author must also confirm that 
they grant the journal permission to publish their work.

Many journals require authors to sign over copyright 
to the journal and its owners. Other journals only ask 
the author to grant the journal a licence to publish, but 
copyright remains with the author. 

Copyright assignment
To assign copyright, most national laws require a signed 
form. This means that you need to ask authors to print/
sign a form, and then return it by post or fax or to scan 
and email it to you. Many journals include other warranties 
on the copyright form, so that the author not only assigns 
copyright, but also assures the journal that the content has 
not been published elsewhere, is not plagiarized, etc.

The benefits of copyright assignment (to the journal) 
are that they have greater autonomy to reuse the content 
without seeking the author’s permission. Also, as the legal 
owners of the rights of reproduction, granting other people 
permission to reuse the content can be simpler to manage.

The problems with copyright assignment are often 
administrative – getting that signed form from the authors 
in time to publish! Without the form, the journal is not 
authorized to publish, and if the editorial office is scrupulous 
about getting the form, then they can delay publication. 
Another administrative problem is the filing of the forms. 
They will need to be retained for a period of time (different 
in different countries), so storage needs to be identified.

Licence to publish
Increasingly, publishers are only asking authors to grant 
them a licence to publish. This means that the author retains 
copyright ownership, but the journal has all the rights it 
needs to publish. Commonly, journals ask for exclusive 
rights to publish – that is, the author may not publish the 
content elsewhere. 

The largest benefit to publishers is that this is much 
easier to manage than copyright assignment. Most national 
laws do not require a signed form, and allow the ticking of 
an online box. This means that when an online submission 
system is used, there is no additional paperwork to chase.

Note that the terms of agreement under a licence to 
publish may still give the publisher rights to sub-licence 
the content to other organizations (for example, to other 
article databases) and to sell reprints and other third-party 
transactions.

Who can grant the publisher permission?
The copyright owner needs to grant permission. This 
means that if you have multiple authors then each one of 
them should affirm that they have granted permission. If 
you have a signed form, then each one of them should sign. 
If you have an online system, then it is good practice to 
automatically email the non-corresponding authors to ask 
them to confirm permission (by email). 

Contacting each author may appear time-consuming 
and laborious, but it has several added benefits. By 
contacting all authors you can ensure that they are all real 
authors, and have all agreed to submit the paper to you (and 
that they agree with the order in which the authors appear 
in the article). You can also send them the version that has 
been submitted, which can avoid problems with incorrect 
versions being submitted. It also alerts them to the act of 
submission – I have heard stories where an article has been 
submitted to multiple journals in error, because the authors 
had not told each other that they were submitting it!

In some cases an article has been written by an employee 
and their employer holds the copyright. For example, an 
author working for the Food and Agriculture Organization 
of the United Nations (FAO) does not own copyright in an 
article generated as part of FAO research – FAO owns the 
copyright. Therefore, the rights representative from FAO 
should sign the copyright form, not the author. Where an 
online system is used, the author must be asked who is the 
copyright holder and also asked to affirm that they have 
the copyright holder’s permission to assign copyright, or to 
grant a licence to publish.

What if the author cannot assign copyright to you?
Sometimes, an organization will not assign copyright. For 
example, FAO (see the previous example) will not grant 
copyright because they have a policy to always retain 
copyright in their intellectual property. Some publishers 
take a very strong line and will not publish unless copyright 
is assigned to them. However, this is becoming increasingly 
rare, and the majority of journal publishers will accept a 
licence to publish.3

Sometimes, large organizations will have a standard 
licence form that they insist on using, and again, many 
journal publishers accept this. In these cases, it is common 
for the organization to only grant non-exclusive licence 
to publish – that is, they retain the rights to republish the 
work themselves elsewhere. It is then up to the journal and 
the journal publisher to decide if they are willing to accept 
an article under these terms.

Permission for works already published
If you are intending to publish something that has been 
published elsewhere, you must obtain permission from 
the rights holder. This is the copyright owner – and not 
necessarily the author! However, also informing the author 
is courteous.

When authors prepare their works and want to include 
something from another article (a graph, for example), they 
will often contact the author who first published the graph 
to get their permission. Beware! Often the first author has 

already assigned copyright to the journal publisher, and so 
is not legally able to grant copyright permission (although 
sometimes they think they can).

However, it can sometimes be difficult for an author 
to obtain permission – because they do not know how to 
contact the copyright owner, or because they receive no 
response to their request. Where the author cannot get 
permission,  they may redraw the graph and say Adapted 
from… in the legend. To adapt something without 
permission infringes the rights of the copyright holder: the 
author needs permission to adapt something. Therefore, 
this is not a way to avoid obtaining permission. As editors 
and publishers you must be alert to this, and remind 
authors that they must obtain permission. Where they say 
Adapted from… you should check if it is really Adapted with 
permission from … or not.

Translations and duplicate publications
There are acceptable circumstances for a work to be 
republished – so long as all permissions are obtained and 
the reader is not misled. 

If, for example, the author translated their work into a 
second language and submitted it to you for publishing, 
this may be beneficial to the readers. However, you do not 
want to mislead the readers and should always include 
a statement saying that the article is a translation, and 
provide a citation to the original article.4 

Although the author has created a new work with the 
translation, it is a derivative version of their original, and 
therefore requires permission of the copyright holder of 
the original – probably the journal publisher. You should 
ensure that the author has obtained this.

Where you do not need permission
When you are reproducing content that has been published 
elsewhere, you may not need to obtain permission. To find 
out, you (or the authors) must check the licence under 
which the original work has been published.

For example, if you were to reproduce a graph from 
an article published in PLOS Biology, you would not need 
permission. This is because this journal uses a Creative 
Commons Open Access licence that permits anyone to 
reuse its content for any purpose. The only stipulation is 
that the content is fully attributed. There is an increasing 
amount of scholarly content now being published on the 
Web that uses similar licences. 

Some publishers have collaborative agreements whereby 
obtaining permission is not required for certain uses 
of content. The rationale is that each use content from 
each other, so it reduces administration if such requests 
are minimized. For a large-scale example of this, see the 
permissions guidelines of the International Association 
of Scientific, Technical & Medical Publishers (STM; 
www.stm-assoc.org/permissions-guidelines/), whereby 
members of the association have agreed to cooperative 
rights permissions. 
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Whose responsibility
Most journals require the authors to obtain permission for 
including already-published content within their article. 
These journals often state that it is entirely the responsibility 
of the authors and therefore the journal is not liable for any 
infringement. This is enforced on the copyright assignment 
form or as a tick-box on the online submission system. 
However, if there is a problem of infringement it is likely 
that the journal is the first place an angry rights holder will 
call. Therefore editors and publishers must ensure that their 
systems take good care to protect the copyright and other 
intellectual property of others. 

To help authors, some publishers provide permissions 
request forms. This is helpful for authors and also ensures 
that the permission they ask for allows the journal to do 
what it needs with the content – for example, digitizing it 
for online publication and granting rights for redistribution 
within an aggregating service. 

A good example of information for authors on this topic 
can be found on the Taylor & Francis website.5 

Author rights
Authors have several rights in the works that they create, 
but these vary considerably from country to country. The 
two issues that the majority of countries agree on, however, 
are the rights of paternity and integrity.6

Paternity is the right to be identified as the author of a 
work that you create – and conversely to not be identified 
as the author of a work that you did not create. For an 
editor, this is most commonly encountered when a person 
complains that their name has been omitted from the list of 
authors or has been included within an article that they did 
not contribute to.

Integrity is the moral right of the author not have their 
work (and by inference, themselves) brought into disrepute. 
This can happen if an editor makes substantial changes to 
an article without the author’s permission.

These rights are not legally enforceable in some countries 
(for example, the USA). Regardless of the law, it is good 
practice for all editors to make efforts not to infringe these 
two moral rights. Legal cases in the academic publishing 
environment are rare, but again an editor should respect 
the rights of authors in this respect, regardless of the law, 
because it is good, ethical practice.

Other legal issues
Although copyright is probably the largest legal issue that 
journal editors are likely to encounter, there are others that 
may sometimes arise. 

Libel is the defamation of a person (or an organization 
or company), and if an editor receives an article that 
specifically criticizes a person, then they must take great 
care. If an editor receives an article that they think may be 
libellous, they should take legal advice – or get the author 
to change the article. Bear in mind that to be libellous the 
article does not need to name a person, but simply to make 
them identifiable. National laws on libel and defamation 
vary, so it is important to bear this in mind. The golden 
rule is to be careful if anything is said about someone 

that they may find defamatory. In the case of medical 
journals this may include case studies that report a person 
making incorrect judgements – the individual may sue 
the journal for libel. Similarly, although it is not libel as 
such, there are also potential problems in reporting errors 
made by individuals or organizations, which may lead to 
repercussions from the individual or organization. 

Privacy may also be an issue for some journals. In 
the medical environment this is particularly important 
since human subjects are often pictured or described in 
articles. Many years ago it was felt sufficient to place a 
black box over the patient’s eyes, but it was realized that 
this did little to render them unidentifiable. Therefore, 
modern guidelines require all photographs of patients to be 
completely anonymised unless the author has full written 
permission from the patient (which must include the name 
of the journal to which the article is being submitted). In 
other disciplines there may also be requirements to ensure 
that people and places cannot be recognized either in the 
text or images within an article.

Blasphemy is rare but still a legal concern in some 
countries. 
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Introduction
The past five decades have witnessed the so-called data deluge 
and publication explosion across all branches of science.1 
Numerous academic journals have been launched that use 
a systematic approach to the submission, peer review, and 
publishing of information. To facilitate the wide use of 
published sources, libraries across the world have expanded 
cataloguing and advanced literature search techniques.

The first major step towards indexing academic journals 
and helping libraries acquire the most influential sources 
was made by the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) 
in Philadelphia, USA, in 1960. The idea behind indexing 
and distributing information on published articles was to 
facilitate scientific communication between authors and 
readers.2 In other words, indexing was proposed as a tool 
for finding relevant sources of interest to the consumers. 
The originator of the idea, Eugene Garfield, also the 
founder of the ISI, formulated several critical points in 
bibliometrics that have shaped citation indexes: libraries 
with limited funding should be selective about the journals 
they acquire; most read and highly cited journals constitute 
‘quality’ sources; highly cited articles influence science; 
citations from highly cited journals are weighed more 
than those from low-cited ones; and a bibliography should 
selectively cover ‘high quality’ sources.

Definition
Bibliographic databases are broadly defined as digital 
collections of references to published sources, particularly 
to journal articles and conference proceedings, which 
are tagged with specific titles, author names, affiliations, 
abstracts, and IDs. The PubMed ID (PMID) and Digital 
Object Identifier (DOI) are frequently used encodings 
that help locate individual published items. Bibliographic 
databases may also use a specific set of keywords, or 
thesaurus, to better organise the indexing and to improve 
the retrievability of the indexed items. Prime examples are 
Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) and EMtree collections 
of keywords utilised by MEDLINE (Medical Literature 
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Analysis and Retrieval System Online; US National Library 
of Medicine) and EMBASE (Elsevier), respectively.

The databases are also classified as abstracting and 
citation-tracking. Examples of the former are MEDLINE 
and EMBASE, the latter – Scopus and Science Citation 
Index Expanded. 

Depending on the scope of coverage, databases are 
divided into large groups of multidisciplinary, specialised, 
and narrow-specialised ones. Most prestigious databases 
cover periodicals of global/international importance, while 
there are also regional and even country-based abstracting 
and/or citation-tracking platforms (for example, KoreaMed 
and Korean Medical Citation Index). Finally, there are 
databases requiring subscription and those free to all 
users. Many leading academic and research institutions 
worldwide secure paid access to subscription databases. 
The databases can also be accessed through digital search 
interfaces such as Ovid and EBSCO, and they can link the 
indexed items to the full-texts in digital search platforms (for 
example, Elsevier’s ScienceDirect, Springer’s SpringerLink, 
and Wiley Online Library) and free online libraries (for 
example, PubMed Central and SpringerOpen).

Selection criteria
Despite the fact that most bibliographic databases have 
upgraded their information storage capacities, they 
maintain selectiveness and accept for indexing only a 
small proportion of journals. Periodicals are required 
to meet certain technical standards to be readable by 
online software. Each journal item should be noticeably 
separated from others, particularly in the form of separate 
PDF files, and contain the item information for indexers. 
The title page of the item is an essential section, where 
the publication type, title, author names, affiliations, 
correspondence, copyright details, processing history 
(submission, revision, acceptance, and online availability 
dates), citation mode, digital access (DOI), abstract, and 
author keywords are usually displayed to correctly index 
the item in an abstracting database. Additional information 
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of journals and other publications in trade and business: 
Business Collection (240 journals) and Electronics & 
Telecommunications Collection (210 journals).

SciVerse Scopus
SciVerse Scopus is a relatively new subscription database of 
abstracts and citations, which was launched in 2004 as a service 
of Elsevier. It is the most comprehensive and well-organised 
database, with more than 19,500 peer-reviewed journals 
across various disciplines being indexed. The coverage also 
includes conference proceedings, patents, book series, and 
scholarly web pages. The latter is facilitated by Scirus, a 
search engine owned by Elsevier. Importantly, all MEDLINE-
indexed journals are subject to coverage by Scopus. 

Scopus mainly indexes items from 1996 onwards. 
However, more expanded or even all-inclusive abstract and 
citation-tracking is available for some journals published 
by Elsevier, particularly for The Lancet, which is listed in 
the database back to its inaugural issue in 1823.

As a European database, Scopus is less biased towards 
English sources than WoS. However, even non-English 
journals are required to meet a set of quality and 
publishing ethics criteria to get indexed by Scopus. The 
availability of English-language abstracts and web pages, 
readability of abstracts and full-texts, and reference lists 
in Roman alphabet are currently the main quality criteria. 
Additionally, the journal selection for this citation index, 
which shares some features with WoS, considers citedness 
of the articles and editors in the same database.

Web of Science Scopus Google Scholar
Owner Thomson Reuters Elsevier Google
Year of launching 1960 2004 2004
Subscription Yes Yes No
Covered items Peer-reviewed sources, 

conference proceedings, book 
series

Peer-reviewed sources, patents, 
conference proceedings, book 
series, articles in press

Preprint articles (for example, 
from arXiv), journal articles, 
books, patents, conference 
proceedings, theses, 
presentations, web-pages, non-
peer-reviewed sources

Coverage timespan 1900–present (Science), 1956–
present (Social Science), 1975–
present (Arts & Humanities)

1996–present (for most 
journals), 1966–present (for 
some journals)

Uncertain

Citation tracking 1900–present 1996–present Inconsistent
Citations per article Retrieves less citations than 

Scopus or Google Scholar
Retrieves more citations than 
WoS, particularly from non-
English sources

Retrieves more citations than 
WoS or Scopus

Number of indexed peer-
reviewed journals

>12,000 ∼19,500 Uncertain

Journal impact indicators Available Available Not available
Individual performance 
indicators (the h index)

Available Available Available

Main feature/motto Selective coverage of journals 
based on the scientific quality 
and impact

Comprehensive coverage of 
journals 

‘Stand on the shoulders of giants’

Services of SciVerse Scopus are widely used in peer 
review. In fact, all Elsevier journals offer one-month access 
to Scopus and the ScienceDirect full-text library to the 
reviewers of those journals.

Scopus retrieves 20% more citations than WoS.11 The 
differences in citation counts in these databases are mainly 
due to citations from non-English sources, more extensively 
covered by Scopus.12 The Scopus database records individual 
researchers’ h index. The SCImago laboratory in Spain 
relies on citations in Scopus for regularly calculating open-
access metrics such as the SCImago Journal Rank (SJR) 
and average citations per paper over a 2-year period (Cites 
per Doc 2y), which are widely viewed as alternatives to the 
Eigenfactor score and JIF computed by Thomson Reuters.13 
Finally, Scopus citations are counted for ranking academic 
institutions by the famous QS World University Rankings.

Google Scholar
Google Scholar is a multidisciplinary search engine which 
shares common features with other search engines such as 
Elsevier’s Scirus and bibliographic databases such as WoS 
and Scopus (Table 1). It was launched in 2004 by Google 
as a free web-based search engine. Over the past few years, 
it has substantially expanded its indexing of full texts of 
journal articles and books due to the agreements with 
Elsevier and other big and small publishers, online libraries, 
and repositories (for example, IngentaConnect®). The 
search engine also covers patents, conference proceedings, 
theses, presentations, web-pages, newspapers, and other 
non-peer-reviewed sources.

Table 1. Main characteristics of Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar

on research funding needs to be disclosed in the footnotes, 
particularly for PubMed/MEDLINE. Critically important 
is the correctness of the references section, which is 
processed by citation-tracking databases.

Apart from the basic technical quality criteria, 
bibliographic databases have sets of selection criteria, 
aiming to pick the most influential periodicals.3 Depending 
on the aims, professional scope, and indexed sources, the 
selection criteria may differ. Peer review and timeliness of 
publications are the main criteria which help choose quality 
periodicals with streamlined publishing. An editorial board 
with experts who are active in research and publishing and 
represent most geographic and professional areas of the 
journal is another critical criterion. It is highly desirable to 
have profiles of the editors visible in prestigious databases 
and research platforms. Selection committees of citation 
indexes (for example, Web of Science) pay special attention 
to citation profiles of editors and articles in their journals, 
giving priority to the journals with increasing citations in 
the target databases. More emphasis is now also placed on 
editorial credentials, which can be obtained from learned 
associations such as the European Association of Science 
Editors (EASE), Council of Science Editors (CSE), and the 
Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE).

Thomson Reuters’ Web of Knowledge

Web of Science
The Web of Science® (WoS) is the oldest subscription-
based citation index for more than 250 disciplines, and it 
is provided by Thomson Reuters (formerly the Institute for 
Scientific Information, Philadelphia, USA). It covers more 
than 12,000 journals and 150,000 conference proceedings. 
It is the most prestigious database, and the world’s top 
academic and research institutions strongly encourage 
publications in WoS-indexed journals, which affect the 
institutions’ research productivity indicators and their 
place in global ranking systems such as the Times Higher 
Education World University Rankings. More than 5,600 
academic institutions in more than 100 countries are now 
subscribed to WoS and other services available through the 
Web of Knowledge® platform.4

Distinguishing features of the WoS database are high 
selectivity and coverage of historical papers expanded to 
1900 for social sciences and other disciplines.5 The database 
is biased towards English periodicals, particularly in the 
natural sciences. However, journals in other languages are 
also increasingly covered, provided that the titles, abstracts, 
and keywords of the articles are in correct English and 
references are in Roman script. Non-English periodicals 
are particularly well represented in the arts and humanities.

From the very beginning, the journal selection in WoS 
was based on Bradford’s Law of Scattering, which assumed 
that ‘very productive periodicals’ are few in number.6 The 
initial citation analyses in the 1960s suggested that the top-
tier multidisciplinary periodicals influencing global science 
are Nature and Science. The strict selection criteria result in 
the inclusion of a small number of influential journals (about 
10% of the annual applications) and elimination of indexed 

journals with no or substantially decreased citations in WoS.7
Abstracting and citation tracking is now possible 

through the following main divisions of WoS:
•	 Science Citation Index Expanded® (SCI-E, also known 

as SciSearch®);
•	 Social Sciences Citation Index® (SSCI);
•	 Arts & Humanities Citation Index® (AHCI);
•	 Conference Proceedings Citation Index – Science®;
•	 Conference Proceedings Citation Index – Social 

Science and Humanities®.
The WoS database also includes Index Chemicus® and 

Current Chemical Reactions®, which index chemical 
compounds and reactions, respectively. Recently, the Book 
Citation Index® (BKCI) database was launched to analyse 
citations of scholarly online books in English and other 
languages with references to original research and reviews.8

The results of the citation analyses through SCI-E, SSCI 
and AHCI are published annually in the Journal Citation 
Reports® (JCR), a product of Thomson Reuters, which 
includes the highly popular Journal Impact Factor (JIF) 
and other indices used for journal rankings in specific 
subject categories. The same citation analyses justify the 
elimination from WoS journals with no citations or those 
with citation manipulations (more than 80% of the total 
citations included in the calculation of JIF). Citations in WoS 
are also used for the calculation of the h index of individual 
researchers and are displayed at the ResearcherID author-
identifying platform of Thomson Reuters (from 2008).

Current Contents Connect
The Web of Knowledge platform aggregates information 
from another highly prestigious product of Thomson 
Reuters, namely Current Contents Connect® (CCC). It is 
a current awareness database of bibliographic information, 
which is updated daily to incorporate information from 
rapidly evolving fields of science. Its coverage, which is 
notoriously selective, includes 11,460,000 records from 
1998 to the present. Over 8,000 leading scholarly journals, 
2000 books and 3,500 web sites are represented in CCC. 
Full bibliographic information of each processed journal 
item along with DOIs, author contact details, and abstracts 
are available for searches.

A large study, analysing overlaps between CCC- and 
PubMed-indexed publications (1,167 journals), found 
11% more coverage of clinical medicine and life sciences 
journals and 81% more coverage of agriculture, biology, 
and environmental sciences journals in CCC.9 Though 
there was an 89% overlap in biomedical journal titles, the 
study suggested that CCC alerts its subscribers on the 
publications from more influential biomedical journals.

Another landmark study found that Web of Science indexes 
approximately 10% more journals across all disciplines than 
CCC, while CCC provides much faster updates.10

CCC has the following seven editions: Agriculture, 
Biology & Environmental Sciences; Social & Behavioral 
Sciences; Clinical Medicine; Life Sciences; Physical, 
Chemical & Earth Sciences; Engineering, Computing & 
Technology; and Arts & Humanities. Additionally, the 
database encompasses two relatively small collections 
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presented in a compatible XML (Extensible Markup 
Language) format. The archived items receive unique 
identifiers in PubMed Central (PMCID) and PubMed 
(PMID), with abstracting in PubMed and corresponding 
entries in the Web of Knowledge and EBSCO platforms.

The PubMed Central archive also serves as a repository 
for NIH-funded authors, who are required to submit any 
article published in any journal to the NIH Manuscript 
Submission system for XML conversion and permanent 
archiving. Many other funders, such as The Medical 
Research Council (UK), Cancer Research UK, have also 
adopted a similar policies for their researchers (see the 
chapter on open access in this Handbook). Finally, some 
publishers operating both subscription and open access 
publishing models may opt to selectively deposit their 
journal articles in PubMed Central. Relevant examples are 
the Springer Open Choice and Bentham Science Publishers 
Open Access Plus projects, which offer authors the option 
of depositing their articles from subscription journals in 
PubMed Central after payment of open access fees.

Despite the visibility in PubMed, journals archived in 
PubMed Central but not indexed in MEDLINE are poorly 
retrievable because their abstracts are not tagged with 
MeSH terms. The website provides some tips on effective 
searching using Boolean terms, for example, to effectively 
search within a journal the title should be included as a 
keyword, using the Advanced search.

EMBASE
EMBASE is the largest subscription-based biomedical and 
pharmacological abstracts database. EMBASE, an Elsevier 
product, contains over 25 million records from 1947 to the 
present. It indexes over 7,600 journals. Similar to Scopus, 
EMBASE covers all items indexed by MEDLINE. However, 
EMBASE contains 5 million more records than MEDLINE, 
including many European and non-English sources. The 
distinctive features of EMBASE are its focus on drug-
related sources and reliance on the EMTREE thesaurus, an 
Elsevier product which lists over 56,000 drug and medical 
terms for EMBASE and EMBiology (a specialized database 
launched by Elsevier in 2005).

Several studies have found that EMBASE covers 
controlled clinical trials more comprehensively than 
MEDLINE. For example, 16% more trials on rheumatoid 
arthritis, osteoporosis, and low back pain are indexed in 
EMBASE.24 More extensive coverage in EMBASE also 
relates to therapeutics and adverse effects of drugs.25 
However, more extensive coverage does not necessarily 
mean more quality items, and this is why it is recommended 
that EMBASE is complemented by MEDLINE and/or other 
evidence-based databases.26

The Cochrane Library
The Cochrane Library is a specialized collection of 
databases for evidence-based information, which was 
designed by the Cochrane Collaboration. It is part of the 
Wiley Online Library. Though the Cochrane databases 
are subscription-based, these are now freely accessible in 
most developed and developing countries, partly due to the 

WHO’s HINARI project. The following three databases are 
developed by the Cochrane Collaboration experts:
•	 The Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews is an 

online periodical, indexed in MEDLINE and Web 
of Science, which contains peer-reviewed systematic 
reviews of the Cochrane Review Groups;

•	 The Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials 
(CENTRAL) is the main hub for articles on controlled 
trials;

•	 The Cochrane Methodology Register (Methodology 
Register) contains a bibliography of articles on 
methods of controlled trials.

The Cochrane systematic reviews and trials registry are 
the main sources of evidence-based medicine, which may 
offer references for systematic reviews and meta-analyses, 
complementing those from MEDLINE and EMBASE 
databases. 

The Centre for Reviews and Dissemination, a UK-based 
organization, designed three additional databases of the 
Cochrane Library:
•	 Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effects (DARE);
•	 National Health Service Economic Evaluation 

Database (NHS EED);
•	 Health Technology Assessment Database (HTA 

Database).

These three databases focus on systematic reviews and 
other articles of economic assessments of drug therapies 
and health technologies around the world. Health policy 
experts and administrators often refer to these databases 
when they take evidence-based decisions.

Conclusion
Some of the current databases combine features of libraries, 
search engines, indexing, and citation tracking services 
(for example, PubMed Central). Others list journal titles 
and provide access to their websites and contents, but 
do not have a system of keywords tagging and tracking 
citations (for example, Directory of Open Access Journals, 
UlrichsWeb®). Most international databases predominantly 
index English sources. This limitation is partly overcome 
by national abstract and/or citation indexes. Though 
the coverage of national databases may overlap with 
international databases, they often provide basic visibility 
for unique local, non-English periodicals, books, and 
other items.27 Not all national indexes, however, have strict 
indexing criteria and list quality items.

The proliferation of specialised journals and the 
multidisciplinary direction of current research studies 
allow most authors to publish their works in directories 
which are far from their narrow field of specialisation. 
As a good example, in a landmark study on bibliographic 
performance of rheumatology in MEDLINE, EMBASE, 
and BIOSIS, 45% of papers on hot topics in the field were 
found in non-rheumatology journals and each of these 
databases was capable of retrieving no more than 50% of 
the relevant citations.28

Google Scholar has gained a place in basic or back-up 
literature search algorithms for its comprehensive coverage 
of information across multiple disciplines, publishing 
formats and languages, as well for its simplistic approach 
to literature searches.14 Searches through Google Scholar 
are not linked to an organised vocabulary of scholarly 
keywords, and therefore do not require expert searching 
skills. The indexed sources, including web pages, are tagged 
with web-based keywords, which are found in the titles, 
abstracts, or full-texts of journal, book, and website articles.

The comprehensiveness and easy accessibility of Google 
searches can be used to detect plagiarised sentences and 
larger portions of text, particularly in the absence of 
a specialised plagiarism-detecting software.15 A study 
comparing Google Scholar with PubMed and Cochrane 
Library searches for coverage of the literature for top 
systematic reviews in medicine proved that searches 
through Google Scholar alone are sufficient for retrieving 
all the necessary sources.16

Though Google Scholar’s indexing criteria and list of 
covered periodicals have not been publicised, it is well 
known that the chances of being indexed and retrieved 
through the search engine increase with increasing citations 
and web links to the scholarly articles and web-pages of the 
periodicals. The more an item is cited and downloaded, the 
higher its rank in the Google Scholar’s ranking algorithm.

Similar to WoS and Scopus, Google Scholar has a ‘cited 
by’ function to track citations of the indexed sources and 
calculate the h index for individual researchers. Journal 
citation counts in Google Scholar substantially outnumber 
those in WoS and Scopus17 and constitute important 
indicators for small journals from non-Anglophone 
countries, where a large proportion of citations come from 
local and non-English journals, PhD theses, and books.18 
Unlike WoS and Scopus, no journal performance indicator, 
similar to JIF or SJR, is calculated by Google Scholar.  

Despite its comprehensiveness, searches through Google 
Scholar may retrieve irrelevant and non-scholarly materials, 
making it mandatory to critically analyse each retrieved 
source and to perform additional searches through WoS, 
Scopus, or specialised databases.19 Google citations, though 
large in number, may contain those from non-scholarly 
sources or duplicates due to the simultaneous archiving of 
the citing sources in several online platforms. Therefore, 
Google citation reports require additional data from WoS 
and Scopus citation analytics.      

Biomedical databases

PubMed/MEDLINE
PubMed is a freely accessible search platform of the US 
NLM at the National Institutes of Health, which was first 
released in 1996. It employs the Entrez search engine, 
which interlinks all the databases of the National Centre for 
Biotechnology Information (NCBI) at the NLM, including 
PubMed, PubMed Central, and MEDLINE. PubMed is the 
largest and most well-organised abstract database, which 
is often accessed by biomedical and other specialists. As 
of 24 March 2013, it contains over 22.6 million records of 

journal articles and books indexed by MEDLINE, Index 
Medicus, and PubMed, going back to 1966 and selectively 
to 1809. Some of the old journals have full citation records 
in this database. For example, over 171,130 articles of the 
BMJ are indexed from the first issue in 1857, with over 
155,900 items being linked to the related full-text articles 
in PubMed Central. With over 162,700 indexed items, 
complete PubMed coverage has also been achieved for the 
top journal Science. PubMed is also linked to the NCBI 
Bookshelf, which is an increasingly popular database of 
selected online books in the life and health sciences. 

Rapid updates, ease of access, diverse functionality, 
and retrieval of relevant information make PubMed the 
primary biomedical search platform. Although individual 
and journal impact factors are not calculated by PubMed, 
it is still widely searched by editors and publishers looking 
for editorial team members and reviewers with current and 
most relevant research activity.20 Searches through PubMed 
also form the basis for systematic literature reviews.21

Authors, reviewers, and editors may greatly benefit from 
the services of PubMed by improving their knowledge of 
its core components. MEDLINE is the premier abstract 
database of the US NLM, which became freely available 
via PubMed in 1997. Several database vendors such as 
EBSCO and Web of Knowledge also provide access to 
the same database. Over 5,500 journals in medicine, 
nursing, pharmacy, biochemistry, dentistry, and veterinary 
medicine are indexed in MEDLINE, with most abstracts 
dating back to the 1950s. The number of journals is 
growing, with about 120 journals being newly indexed each 
year.22 Many journals in chemistry, physics, engineering, 
sociology, and science communication with relevance to 
the life sciences have also been accepted for indexing since 
2000. MEDLINE indexes more than 8,800 articles of The 
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews (Online), which 
is the core component of The Cochrane Library and the 
premier source of evidence in health care.

Another distinctive feature of MEDLINE is its reliance 
on the Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) controlled 
vocabulary of the US NLM, which helps retrieve 
specifically tagged items through the Entrez search engine. 
The indexed journal articles initially appear on the PubMed 
interface without anchoring in the MeSH vocabulary. It 
takes several months, if not a year, to link the articles with 
the MeSH terms. The process of updating and expanding 
the list of search terms also takes a long time, which limits 
the functionality of MEDLINE. As a prime example, 
‘bibliographic databases’ was introduced as a MeSH term 
in 1991, though the first article tagged with this term was 
published back in 1966.23

Currently, approximately 2.7 million articles indexed in 
PubMed are also archived in PubMed Central, a free (full 
text) digital archive of the US NLM. However, not all of 
these articles are indexed in MEDLINE. PubMed Central 
has its own literature selection committee, which have 
archived many online journals based on their own technical 
and scientific criteria. Applications from journals wishing 
to be archived in PubMed Central requires the journals to 
provide contents of at least 50 recently published articles, 
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Introduction
The past 10 years have seen a proliferation in the number 
and type of metrics available to measure academic research. 
The most widely used of these is still the impact factor, 
which was first mentioned by Eugene Garfield in 1955.1 The 
impact factor is one of a range of citation metrics that are 
based on the premise that, when one author cites an article, 
that article has had an ‘impact’. It is often used as a way to 
estimate a journal’s influence on its subject area – and, by 
proxy, its perceived quality.

The use of citation metrics has increased substantially 
in recent years. Although initially intended as a way to help 
academics ‘filter content’, they are frequently used to measure 
academic achievement at both an individual and an institutional 
level.2 Many national funding decisions are supported by 
citation and publication metrics. (Examples include the 
national Norwegian model for research performance, the 
upcoming UK Research Excellence Framework and the 
Chinese academic evaluation system.) This situation has 
drawn significant criticism, as such practices often encourage 
conformity in research, ‘salami-slicing’ (or incremental 
publication) to increase publication output, and the unequal 
treatment of academics from naturally low-cited disciplines3. 
This means that, despite the influence they exert, citation 
metrics remain widely misinterpreted and misused. Failure to 
set appropriate controls, lack of understanding, and deliberate 
manipulation have all led to the use of misleading data that 
directly impact on the lives and activities of researchers, with 
the unintended consequence that bibliometrics have in some 
cases dictated, rather than reflected, the research environment.

Principles of citation indexing
Citation values can be obtained from a number of services, 
including Google Scholar, Microsoft Academic Search, 
CrossRef, PubMed Central and Altmetrics; however, the 
majority of journal analysis is based on multidisciplinary 
indexing databases, such as Web of Science and Scopus. The 
main reason for this is one of control. Unlike autonomous 
databases such as Google Scholar, content is indexed in the 
Web of Science and Scopus only after it has been reviewed 
for academic quality. As such, we know that a citation in 
one of these databases is derived from academic material. 
Moreover, since these autonomous databases do not usually 
provide a list of what they include, we are unable to measure 
the relative value of a citation. If a database does not index 
our main competitor journals, we need to be aware that it 
will not index a large proportion of our citations; however, if 
we do not know the coverage, we have no way of estimating 
what proportion of our citations are indexed. This becomes 
clear when we consider how citations are counted.
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When an article is indexed, the database records not only 
the article metadata but also the article reference list. The 
presence of the reference list allows the database to create 
links between cited and citing articles. When these links 
are formed, a citation is recorded. Citations will therefore 
be counted in a database only if both the cited and the 
citing article are indexed, meaning that citation scores are 
likely to be higher within larger databases. For this reason, 
the same article is likely to have a larger citation count in 
Google Scholar than in either Scopus or Web of Science, 
not because the database has ‘missed’ citations but because 
it does not index all the citing content.

Citation metrics – necessary controls
At their simplest, most citation metrics are a measure of 
the average number of citations per paper in a given set 
of articles. Many factors can, however, influence the rate 
of citation of any given piece of research. These include 
the age of the article, the type of research conducted, and 
the subject area, all of which must be controlled to allow 
meaningful comparisons between journals (or academics). 
Application of these controls is evolving constantly, giving 
rise to new metrics that allow us to look at different aspects 
of citation and publication behaviour. 

The citation window
Many editors request a list of ‘top-cited articles’ to help them 
evaluate the impact and content of the material published 
in their journals. Comparing papers by the total number of 
citations they have received is, however, of limited value, 
as any measure calculated from total citation counts will 
be heavily biased towards older papers, not because the 
research is more ‘citable’, but because it has been around 
for a longer time. Most metrics set a ‘citation window’, that 
is, a set period of time after an article’s publication, during 
which citations will be included in the calculation for that 
metric. The impact factor, for example, has a 2-year citation 
window. For an article published in 2010, only citations 
received in the 2 years after publication (2011 and 2012) 
will count towards an impact factor numerator (each 
impact factor being calculated on the basis of the citations 
in the current year to items published in the 2 previous 
years). This means that the age of an article is to some 
extent controlled. As the metric works for the calendar year 
(or cover year), a paper published in January 2010 has an 
advantage over a paper published in December 2010.

The appropriate length of the citation window is a matter 
of constant debate, due largely to differences in citation 
and publication behaviour between (and within) subjects. 
Research published within a rapidly evolving field such 
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perfect. Mistakes do happen, leading to further distortion 
between individual journals and disciplines, and data 
correction requests are regularly submitted.

Self-citation
Self-citation can occur at both individual and journal 
levels. In the context of the impact factor, self-citation 
refers to the process by which articles in a given journal cite 
other research published in the same journal. It is usually 
inevitable. Natural factors influencing the self-citation rate 
include:
•	 journal discipline;
•	 journal type (i.e. niche or archive publications);
•	 discipline coverage in the citation database.

For example, when a journal in a discipline that has low 
coverage is indexed, it is likely that many of its competitor 
titles are not included in the database. This means that 
many citations to that journal will not be recorded and, 
consequently, that the majority of visible citations will be 
self-citations.

Self-citation becomes a problem when it is deliberately 
inflated in an attempt to improve citation metrics. Such 
practices distort the citation pool, artificially increasing a 
journal’s impact factor and leading to misrepresentation in the 
Journal Citation Reports. To combat this problem, Thomson 
Reuters publish the self-citation rate of each journal in the 
Journal Citation Reports and an impact factor with all self-
citations removed. Where self-citation is considered to have an 
undue influence on a journal’s rank, Thomson Reuters reserves 
the right to suppress that title for a minimum of 2 years.

Other citation metrics can control, at least to a certain 
extent, self-citation. Scientific Journal Rankings, for 
example, limits self-citation to 33% for each journal (other 
self-citations being removed from the calculation). In 

contrast, the Eigenfactor and Article Influence metrics 
ignore self-citation altogether, on the premise that they are 
measurements of the citation network and are therefore not 
concerned with self-impact.

Other citation metrics
As mentioned previously, there are many different citation 
metrics, and each sets out to measure a different aspect of 
citation and publication behaviour (see Table 1). Depending 
on their goal, these metrics apply differing controls for 
factors such as the citation window, the publication 
window, document type, and subject area. The Eigenfactor, 
for example, is designed to measure the citation network. 
It uses a 5-year citation window to account for differences 
in behaviour between disciplines and (as also mentioned 
above) excludes self-citations, as they measure the effect 
on the self rather than on the network. In addition, the 
Eigenfactor uses weighted citations to reflect differences in 
the citation network. Metrics weight citations by two main 
methods: by journal impact and by subject.

Weighting metrics by citing journal impact
One problem with citation metrics is that, in most cases, all 
citations are treated equally. However, it has been argued 
that citations of high-impact journals should be considered 
more valuable in any citation metric.7 The Eigenfactor and 
article influence score (calculated from Journal Citation 
Reports data) both weight citation counts according to the 
impact of the citing journal, that is they assess the ‘impact’ 
of the citation network rather than just raw citation counts. 
Thus, a citation in a high-ranking journal (such as Nature) 
will score higher than one in a lower-ranking journal, so 
that the score of any journal is determined not only by the 
volume of citations but also where they occur.

Table 1. Citation metrics available

Metric Data source Citation 
window

Weighted 
citations

Self-
citations 
included

Document types 
included in 
denominator

Impact factor Web of Science 2 years No Yes Articles, proceedings, 
reviews

5-year impact factor Web of Science 5 years No Yes Articles, proceedings, 
reviews

Immediacy index Web of Science 0 years (year of 
publication)

No Yes Articles, proceedings, 
reviews

Eigenfactor Web of Science 5 years Yes – by citing 
journal quality

No Articles, proceedings, 
reviews

Article influence Web of Science 5 years Yes – by citing 
journal quality

No Articles, proceedings, 
reviews

Source normalized 
impact per paper 
(SNIP)

Scopus 3 years Yes – by subject Yes Articles, conference 
papers, reviews

Scientific Journal 
Rankings (SciMago 
journal rank)

Scopus 3 years Yes – by subject 33% 
maximum

Articles, conference 
papers, reviews

H-Index Not defined None specified No Yes Not defined

as applied physics will probably receive citations far more 
quickly than research in linguistics. It is unfair to compare 
the impact factors of two journals in different disciplines.

Figure 1 highlights the difficulties, showing the 
distribution of 2011 citations by the publication year of the 
cited article. While in ‘cell biology’ the majority of 2011 
citations were to articles falling in the impact factor window, 
content cited in the ‘geology’ and ‘hospitality, leisure, sport 
and tourism’ categories tends to be older. This means that 
the impact factor is measuring a different proportion of a 
journal’s total number of citations in each discipline.

In an attempt to compensate for this disparity, Thomson 
Reuters launched the 5-year impact factor in the 2007 
Journal Citation Reports, with a 5-year citation window 
instead of the former 2-year citation window. This makes it 
more likely that a discipline will receive the majority of its 
citations before the window expires. However, differences in 
citation and publication culture, not to mention differences 
in subject coverage, mean that it is unwise to compare most 
citation metrics across disciplines (but see the alternative 
metrics section below).

Document types
Different types of document tend to be cited at different 
rates. This is not always a comment on the quality of the 
research published but merely the nature of the research. 
However useful they are to the academic community, case 
reports attract few citations; they are of practical use, but 
rarely of use in published research. In contrast, review 
papers tend to receive the most citations; it is, after all, easier 
to read and cite a single paper that summarizes a whole area 

than to cite the 50 papers it summarizes. For this reason, 
many top-ranked journals are actually review journals, so 
that their impact factor is as much a consequence of their 
scope as it is of their ‘quality’.

To provide at least some level of control, Thomson 
Reuters and Scopus both distinguish ‘citable content’ from 
‘non-citable content’. While every item indexed in the 
databases is known as a ‘source item’, only certain document 
types are defined as ‘citable’ (expected to receive citations). 
These document types are defined as articles, proceedings 
papers (or in the case of Scopus, conference proceedings), 
and reviews. Other content (such as editorials, notes, and 
meeting abstracts) are classed as ‘non-citable’ and do not 
count towards the denominator for most metrics. However, 
there is as yet no control offered for different types of ‘citable’ 
content, meaning that review journals have a significant 
advantage in terms of citation metrics.

Document types in the Web of Science and Scopus are 
not necessarily the same as those in the journal. They are 
allocated on the basis of criteria4 including:
•	 the length of the reference list;
•	 the journal section; 
•	 keywords in the title or abstract field;
•	 the presence or content of the abstract. 

For example, documents in the Web of Science are 
generally classified as ‘review’ papers if they contain >100 
references, or contain key words that suggest a review 
structure. Similarly, documents are generally classified as 
‘proceedings papers’ if the author indicates that a portion 
of the paper was previously presented at a conference. Of 
course, as Harzing points out,5,6 this process is far from 

Figure 1. Distribution of 2011 citations by year of cited article. Data source: Journal Citation Reports, 2011, accessed 20 
November 2012
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•	 ‘Self-usage’ and promotional usage: Just as self-citation 
can distort citation metrics, so can self-usage and 
promotional usage affect usage metrics. How can we 
control for these practices?

•	 Geographical disparity: One problem with any type 
of online-only metric is variation in internet access 
across the world. Journals and articles that target 
geographical locations with poor levels of internet 
access would therefore be disadvantaged, just as many 
‘altmetrics’ prioritize regions with widespread access 
to social media.

Even after these factors are accounted for, we are left 
with the question of what usage means in relation to 
academic ‘quality’ and what other factors influence the rate 
of download. Despite many claims that increased usage 
(such as through open access) will increase impact factors, 
controlled studies have found very little correlation between 
usage and citations.11–13 Furthermore, a study conducted by 
Consultants in Business Engineering Research (CIBER) 
found that the proposed usage factor would have little 
relation to the impact factor, which suggests that citations 
and usage measure different aspects of academic behaviour.14 
This is unsurprising, as citations and usage measure 
different processes in different communities. Citations, 
for instance, measure the contribution of articles to the 
published academic debate; in contrast, usage measures 
the popularity of articles within an overall readership that 
may or may not be in a position to contribute published 
research. Neither metric provides definitive information on 
article quality, and, as such, I would suggest that neither 
metric should be used in isolation.

Conclusion
When using metrics to analyse a paper, publication, 
academic, or institution, it is essential that the full range 
of influencing variables be considered. Citation metrics 
(particularly the impact factor) have drawn significant 
criticism, leading to the development of metrics from new 
data sources. However, none of these sources provides a 
definitive measure of article ‘quality’; rather, they provide 
new insights into different aspects of researcher behaviour. 
Through such metrics, we are able to observe patterns in 
research output and uptake, allowing us to monitor trends 
and practices in the academic market. Bibliometrics can 
be powerful tools, allowing editors and publishers to 
monitor trends; however, they can only provide insight, not 
answers. Used without appropriate awareness, metrics can 
distort trends in academic research, yielding journals (and 
disciplines) that chase metrics yet fail to serve the academic 
community.
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Weighting metrics by subject
The ‘source-normalized impact per paper’ (SNIP) is 
calculated from Elsevier’s Scopus database and is weighted 
to account for differences in citation behaviour between 
disciplines. It was introduced to ensure that the metrics 
for journals in different disciplines can be compared. 
For example, the citation behaviour of researchers in 
the biomedical sciences (high rates of citations) is quite 
different from that of researchers in geology (fewer 
citations). Therefore, the impact factors of life science 
journals tend to be higher than those of geological journals, 
making it difficult to compare the relative ‘success’ in terms 
of citations between these journals. SNIP takes the average 
citation within each discipline and applies it to normalize 
the metrics and thus produce an ‘impact factor’ that can be 
compared with that of any other journal, whether in the 
same discipline or not.

Weighting metrics by life-long citation
Another citation metric, the H-index, was designed to 
measure publication and citation behaviour at the author 
level rather than the journal level (although it is still often 
used as a journal-level metric3). Its premise is that an 
academic has an H-index of χ if he or she has published 
χ papers with a minimum of χ citations each; therefore, 
the metric is effectively limited by the number of papers 
an academic has produced. An academic who has had five 
papers each cited 1000 times will have the same H-index 
as one whose five papers have each been cited five times.8 
The traditional H-index sets neither a time-frame for the 
publications nor a citation window, leading to criticism 
that the metric favours researchers who have been in their 
fields for a longer time. In addition, the lack of a defined 
citation source (such as Web of Science, Scopus or Google 
Scholar) means that academics can calculate different 
values for the H-index for the same set of articles9. Since its 
creation in 2006, many variations on the H-index have been 
suggested. One, known as the H5-index, is used by Google 
Scholar in creating their journal-level metrics. While the 
H5-index still fails to set a citation window (or to control 
for document type), it limits the pool of articles to those 
published within the past 5 years, thereby to some extent 
limiting the bias towards more experienced researchers or 
towards older journals. 

Alternative metrics
The complexities and distortions inherent in citation metrics 
have led to the development of additional metrics that apply 
to different aspects of publication behaviour. Examples 
include Mendeley readers, Tweets, Facebook ‘likes’, blog 
mentions, bookmarks and usage metrics. However, as 
with citation metrics, each unit of measurement has its 
own complexities; nor should any one metric be taken 
as a sign of ‘quality’. For more information on the theory 
behind alternative metrics, visit http://www.altmetrics.org. 
Alternatively, look at the Altmetric website, which provides 
alternative measures of ‘usefulness’ based on reports 
extracted from social media: http://altmetric.com/.  

How to get indexed
In most cases, application to any indexing service should be 
facilitated by the journal’s publisher (where appropriate), 
to ensure that the correct communications, permissions, 
and systems are in place in the event of acceptance. Most 
publishers can provide feedback on your journal that will 
allow you to estimate the likelihood of acceptance. For 
example, Thomson Reuters reviews a range of factors before 
deciding whether to index a journal, and it is important 
to ensure that these criteria are met before submitting a 
journal for coverage. The criteria are:
•	 Timeliness of publication: Late or short publication can 

indicate poor academic reception and the possibility 
that the journal will fail in the near future; 

•	 Peer review: The journal must have a robust peer 
review system in order to maintain research quality;

•	 Subject area: The journal must be unique. Thompson 
Reuters must consider that indexing the title will enrich 
its database rather than being a superfluous addition;

•	 Internationality: Unless it declares itself to be a 
regional title, the journal’s author base and editorial 
board should reflect the geographical diversity of the 
subject area;

•	 Citations: Journals are often rejected because of 
low citation levels for their designated categories. 
This may simply be due to the fact that it is largely 
uncited; however, it may also be that the journal’s 
main competitors are not indexed, so that Thompson 
Reuters has no record of articles that cite the journal.

Usage metrics: COUNTER
Usage metrics have become increasingly popular, leading to 
much discussion over use of a ‘usage factor’ rather than the 
‘impact factor’. The proposed metric is similar to the impact 
factor. It calculates median usage in a census period (such 
as 2010–2011) of items published in a specified year range 
(2010–2011). Just as different citation databases report on 
different citation numbers, so can different usage systems 
report different usage. For this reason, Counting Online 
Usage of Networked Electronic Resources (COUNTER) 
has established a range of standards and codes of practice 
for organizations reporting usage data. Only platforms that 
are ‘COUNTER-compliant’ will be eligible to submit data 
for calculation of the usage factor; in theory, all usage data 
so used will be both comparable and compatible.10

Many factors should be considered in looking at usage 
data. Just as with citation metrics, it is important to be 
aware of the factors that can influence the rate of download:
•	 Defining usage: When should an online event be 

measured as ‘usage’?
•	 Controlling for robots and web-crawlers: Much usage 

is not by genuine academics accessing research but by 
automated robots and data-miners. These also appear 
as online events, and can artificially inflate usage. 
Robust systems must be in place to exclude them from 
usage reports;

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Another way of promoting a journal is to open 
communication with authors and make editorial work 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Journal Systems.6 A good example is African Journals On 
Line (www.ajol.info), which uses Open Journal Systems to 
publish more than 400 African journals online. 

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

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

Journals have a wide variety of social media available, 
from blogs to Facebook, Twitter, Google+ and other tools. 
All can help increase ‘name recognition’ for your journal, 
but you should be aware that it is not enough to open a 
blog or an account; this is a lot of work and requires 
dedication and personnel engagement, which are often 
problematic for understaffed, underfinanced small and 
scholarly journals. But, as in all promotion efforts, there is 
no return without investment. You may consider involving 
students and younger colleagues to take over this aspect of 
journal promotion, as they may be more experienced and 
aware of unwritten but important social media etiquette.9 
Blogs from the Annals of Botany10 or from the BMJ Group11 
are good examples of the use of social media, and use of 
Twitter in this context has been described.12 As this is a 
novel area for journals, there is really no uniform advice 
on what works; however, this also means that social media 
provide a rewarding challenge because you can develop 
your own ways of promotion, customized to your journal.
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Online academic journals enhance an article’s visibility, link 
it rapidly to the appropriate literature, and bring it to more 
scholars who will use it, increasing the chances of citation. 
Yet writing and editing an article for online publication 
in a way that takes advantage of these benefits differ 
from preparing one for print journals in a few small, but 
important, respects. To be cited, articles must be both visible 
in an electronic environment and perceptively relevant to 
their key audience from the outset. This chapter covers some 
techniques for maximizing online visibility, from selecting 
search engine-friendly titles and abstracts to tips for 
effective, but often overlooked, strategies that authors and 
editors can use once an article is published. It summarizes 
an article written for journal article authors (originally 
published in Politics & Policy at http://onlinelibrary.wiley.
com/doi/10.1111/j.1747-1346.2011.00342.x/full) on what 
editors can do to encourage authors to write with maximum 
online impact in mind.

Academic journal publishing is changing. Fast. The ways 
scholars search for, find, store, retrieve, evaluate, and even 
read academic research have changed dramatically over 
the last decade and are likely to evolve more quickly in 
the future as new technologies and apps emerge. It is thus 
no surprise that the readership and subscription trends of 
many journals are moving inexorably toward online-only 
use. Demand for journal issues read as an integrated whole 
has given way to the single-article download as the favoured 
method, permitting selectivity in an era of information 
overload. As a result, scholars gain more freedom to 
tailor article consumption to their specific research needs. 
One consequence in terms of impact ranking is that the 
number of views and downloads of individual articles 
may be starting to count in the same way as the number 
of citations indexed for a piece.1,2 All these developments 
have important implications for how an article’s chances 
of views, downloads, and citations can be improved, by 
editors and authors alike. 

Maximizing visibility and citations
A few simple techniques can enhance the visibility and 
impact of any article without altering its central arguments 
or general writing style. If anything, the additional reflection 
should bring out the quality of a paper more strongly. 
Articles must still be methodologically sound and justified, 
well grounded theoretically, written and structured clearly, 
contain a solid literature review, contribute something new 
and useful to that literature, deliver a thorough discussion 
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of their findings, and offer a satisfying conclusion. Yet 
just a little more time spent on a few areas can do much 
to increase downloads and improve citation hits in an 
electronic environment. As a long-time academic journal 
editor-in-chief, I began by conducting the following checks 
at the point of an article’s acceptance and made suggestions 
for changes to maximize visibility and citation potential 
to authors a condition of final publication. I now invite 
authors to reflect on these considerations (see Norman3) 
rather earlier – in our revise and resubmit letter – with the 
hope that the techniques will, in an ideal future, filter down 
to the majority of initial submissions.

Several publications4-8 address the areas discussed below 
from the point of view of the author and are well worth 
reviewing. The following points distil the main features of 
these discussions and add some elements from an editor’s 
perspective. 
1. Make the article easy to find online.
2. Ensure that viewers are motivated to read on and 

download.
3. Make it easy for others to use and connect to related 

literature.
4. Use media and links creatively. 
5. Use active post-publication strategies for authors

Search engine-friendly titles
Optimal online visibility rests mainly on how easy an 
article is to find by those who will view, download, and (it 
is to be hoped) cite it. The most effective way of ensuring 
this is to make its title search-engine-friendly. As both 
producers and consumers in this market, we need a greater 
awareness of our own research methods for finding and 
selecting relevant literature in promoting search engine-
savvy writing techniques. 

As a paper’s title largely determines how close to the 
top of a reader’s search results it will appear, titles should 
be constructed carefully, with keywords in mind. Article 
titles are now largely sorted by machines first and humans 
second. As consumers of research online, our search 
practices already reflect an awareness of the limitations of 
virtual reasoning in our keyword choice and combination. 
As producers, we have some catching up to do! 

Search engines rank literal association and clarity in 
titles above subtle wit or learned references to Æsop’s fable 
of the ant and the grasshopper. Traditionally, the identity of 
the publishing print journal provided sufficient context for 
the erudite reader to appreciate such titles. Online searches 

for single articles across multiple journals, publishers, and 
disciplines turn up a wider array of results, but search 
engines lack the ability to contextualize nonliteral meaning. 
And without a stable context, sometimes so do we. When 
we type in ‘hooves’, computers not only retrieve ‘horses’ 
before ‘zebras’, they retrieve ‘hooves’ first. As (re)searchers, 
we understand this; as writers, and especially editors, we 
need to. 

The most search engine-friendly titles provide a clear 
description of the study’s subject and indicate its central 
argument or findings. This does not mean titles should be 
uncreative or dull. Search engines deliver initial visibility, 
but the human appeal determines whether an article is read 
or not. Including unique, memorable words and phrases in 
a title together with keywords distinguishes it in the reader’s 
mind, making it easier to recognize it in their download 
library or to find it again later on the net. Analysis conducted 
independently on scientific9, medical10, and psychology11 
journal articles also reveals a consensus that longer titles 
are more positively correlated to higher citations than short 
ones, as is a colon, an informative subtitle, and the use of 
non-quotidian language. So, encourage authors to ‘write 
for readers not robots’5, but confirm that at least the title is 
something the robots can understand.

One way to verify this is to run searches in different 
engines with prospective title(s), then enter variations of its 
keywords.12 If the top 50 results are not close to the paper’s 
subject, consider suggesting a title change that shares one or 
two keywords with related work. A note in the acceptance 
letter requiring authors to conduct this check in their final 
polish saves time later, but a quick editorial corroboration 
is recommended.

There are a few exceptions to the purely descriptive 
title rule. Ambitious titles are trickier for search engines 
to handle, but if they are constructed well they can work 
tremendously for views and downloads in other ways. One 
etched forever in my brain is ‘Get your tongue out of my 
mouth ‘cause I’m kissin’ you goodbye: the politics of ideas’13, 
which still featured in the Policy Studies Journal’s top 
downloads years later. Running searches for ‘the politics of 
ideas’ confirms that this title is not especially search-friendly, 
ranking currently below 45–75 other results in various 
engines – although this is certainly not terrible. However, 
it capitalizes on the memorability factor. Together with the 
clear thesis statement early in the abstract – ‘country music 
is a crucial part of the politics of ideas, and, in fact, many 
policy debates are resolved in country music well before 
the intellectual community of policy analysts reaches a 
consensus’ – the cumulative effect is just too intriguing for 
the curious to ignore. Meier – 1; robots – 0!

Accurate abstracts and inviting introductions
Abstracts are vital, but often rushed, and the consequences 
are far more significant in an electronic environment than 
in a print-driven one. To an online audience, an abstract’s 
purpose is to reinforce the primary keywords in the title 
(boosting result visibility), while generating sufficient 
interest for the viewer to continue reading. As such, 
abstracts should state clearly the article’s central message 

and outline its general subject, objectives, main findings, 
and contribution accurately. Many do not do this well from 
the point of view of either readers or robots.

There is widespread agreement that a good abstract 
should repeat the keywords in the title three or four times 
to optimize the way search engines rank an article in their 
results. (The London School of Economics12 gives some 
excellent examples of good and poor abstracts. Hartley14 

discusses the finer details of abstract dos and don’ts.) It 
is nevertheless possible to over-optimize an abstract5,7, so 
curbing author zeal here is essential. The best abstracts 
strike a balance between breadth of appeal and depth of 
detail.11 Above all, readers must distinguish and remember 
the article’s key point: its thesis and findings. 

Clear, informative abstracts motivate views; punchy 
introductions that spell out the value added by the piece 
motivate downloads. It is then up to the quality and content 
of the article to generate citations. Like it or not, the advent of 
F-reading15,16 suggests that most internet users have become 
accustomed to processing data in approximately 140-byte-
sized portions. The tendency is to read the first paragraph 
in its entirety; half the second paragraph less carefully, and 
skim almost vertically down the rest of the page, in the 
form of a letter F. If nothing arrests the attention, the reader 
moves on, often within 40–60 s on a non-academic website. 
Naturally, the highly focused academic mind is likely to 
resist that this conclusion applies in its own case and to its 
own products. The general principle is nevertheless worth 
urging authors to note: the phrasing of the first four or six 
lines of the introduction can persuade a reader to continue 
to view and download – or not.

Confirm that the article is easy to use and connect to
Adapting traditional principles of good article structure 
to encourage online visibility and citations is also 
straightforward. Check that headings are arranged for easy 
‘jump to’ access and that at least some reinforce the title 
and abstract keywords. Strong, current, comprehensive 
literature reviews that flag and situate the study’s original 
contribution are, of course, a requisite of all good articles; 
however, for the same reasons that good review essays tend 
to generate more citations than many original research 
articles, before deciding on rejection, do consider the 
citation potential of papers with less-than-ground-breaking 
findings if they sport a terrific literature review. They might 
be well worth the work involved in a revision.

Encouraging citation depends on how firmly the study 
is embedded in the online network of related literature. So, 
in addition to scholarly books, ensure that accepted papers 
– including historical studies – cite a respectable range 
of recent peer-reviewed journal articles and other online 
data sources that are linked to it in the HTML text of the 
published piece. This is important not only to facilitate 
rapid access for readers to related works, but also because 
academic search engines use more than keywords in their 
result-ranking algorithms; the number of pages linked to 
an article also counts. A paper’s citations to other online 
work therefore also affect its visibility via the ‘cited by’ 
links now offered by most search engines and some journal 
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publishers. Editors can help here by requiring authors to 
provide all webpages – for the abstract if it is not free access 
– of journal and newspaper articles and other sources 
available online cited in the bibliography, along with a 
recent access date. It is crucial to make authors aware that 
their article’s embedded links cannot be easily updated after 
publication. As little is more frustrating than reading an 
article full of dead links, all URLs referenced should be to 
the most authoritative, stable sites to be found.

Although different norms exist for self-citation between 
the sciences and social sciences and these have shifted in 
the past three decades,4,12,17,18 Fowler and Aksnes’ study19 
of scientific journal articles provides detailed evidence to 
support the notion that moderate self-citation does pay. 
(However, beware of appearing to coerce authors into 
including citations to other articles in your journal, as this 
is considered to be unethical behaviour in an editor and can 
lead to journals being dropped from the citation indexes: 
see the entry on the blog site, Scholarly Kitchen, February 
2012: http://scholarlykitchen.sspnet.org/2012/02/02/
when-journal-editors-coerce-authors-to-self-cite/)

Creative use of media and links 
Electronic distribution has primed the way for including 
much more than coloured graphs in a publication. Lengler 
and Eppler’s ‘Periodic table of visualization methods’20 is a 
good place to begin to encourage creative data imaging in a 
way that increases the vibrancy, longevity, and potential uses 
of an article. Now that it is technically feasible, other media 
will certainly become an increasingly important value-
added element of scholarly articles – just as they already 
have in the classroom. Clearly, readers in search of teaching 
ideas and material will be more likely to use, remember, and 
cite an article that also offers relevant, accessible images, 
animations, presentation material, podcasts, or videos than 
one that does not. Various editorial tactics, like listing such 
sources at the beginning of an article as we now do at Politics 
& Policy, can also increase views, downloads, and citations.

Active post-publication strategies
Linking more sites to an article increases its chances of 
higher search engine ranking, and several strategies can 
affect this positively and legitimately. Editors and publishers 
do much to promote an article, but the best person to find 
the most appropriate research networks is the author. 
So many scholars are now engaging in profile-raising 
activities that are no longer considered to be unsavoury 
self-promotion conducted only by the shameless. They are 
a necessity and can also be creative in themselves.

One successful strategy is to list several suggestions for 
post-publication in a general email to authors after final 
acceptance is confirmed. Authors can post links to their 
article on institutional or personal websites, share it on 
social networks and blogs, have it reviewed and linked in 
their university news bulletins, send it to colleagues, email 
it to local newspapers or other media outlets with a brief 
on how the findings are newsworthy, or add it to a relevant 
Wikipedia bibliography.8 Authors can also link it to their 
Moodle or Blackboard site or initiate a student chat about 

it there, link it to their online syllabi and course material, 
or post films of seminars or creative student presentations 
about it on YouTube and share them on their social 
networks and websites. Or one can, of course, delicately 
suggest that authors inveigle their colleagues to cite or link 
it in their work and websites. 

The academic dimension of social networks like Twitter 
and Facebook should also not be underestimated on the 
basis that these sites are seen as ‘popular and therefore 
unscholarly’. Mollett, Moran and Dunleavy21 give excellent 
guidelines for individuals or research groups to follow 
key scholars and feeds on Twitter, build online academic 
networks, and enhance the visibility and impact of their 
own work using this medium. 

Conclusion
Applying these suggestions will require a little more effort 
by editors and authors than writing for traditional print 
journals. Yet the principles are intelligible, the modifications 
generally slight, and the potential improvements worth it in 
terms of maximizing a paper’s – and a journal’s – chances for 
better visibility, increased downloads, and higher citations 
later. None of the recommendations changes the essential 
components of a high-quality academic article; in fact, they 
should enhance them. But if editors can entice, wheedle, 
compel, or otherwise motivate authors to reflect on these 
issues and follow at least some of the suggestions, more 
downloads and citations are likely to result. At the very least, 
doing so is likely to engage authors and editors positively in 
thinking about the present and future impact of the academic 
research they publish – and that can’t be a bad thing! 
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Promotion and accessibility is vital to ensuring that 
published content is seen, read, and shared. No matter your 
level of access to promotional and marketing resources, 
there are a variety of options available that can help to 
extend the reach and impact of the research in your 
publication. This chapter is designed to provide tools and 
tips to further promote published work in the absence of 
or in conjunction with a publisher’s marketing team or an 
institutional press office. The advice is designed to be used 
by you, as the editor of published content, or to provide 
guidance for the authors publishing in your journal.

Where to begin
One of the easiest things to do is to reach out to existing 
contacts. Utilize personal and professional networks to 
spread the word about your publication via email. As the 
expert or thought leader in your area, you will have access 
to a very relevant group of individuals who will likely be 
interested in the research published. Do something as 
simple as including a link in your email signature to the 
content online. Emails are often forwarded and can result 
in word-of-mouth promotion, effectively reaching a wider 
group of interested and targeted readers. 

Take this a step further by thinking about who would 
want to know about this research, and clearly identify your 
target reader. Then you can plan an email campaign in 
collaboration with your marketing team. In the absence of 
such a resource, explore the services of digital marketing 
companies such as Hubspot (www.hubspot.com) or 
Razorfish (www.razorfish.com) that specialize in a range of 
services, including creating emails to send out content to 
targeted lists of contacts. 

Making content discoverable
It is advantageous for content to be published online, 
which will enable it to be discovered and read by the widest 
possible audience. However, research that is published 
online does not necessarily ensure that the right people 
will read it or even find it. To further increase the chances 
of people accessing this research, you can make content 
more discoverable through search engine optimization 
(SEO). Leading search engines like Google use several 
metrics to rank search results to ensure that users find the 
most relevant pages and information using keywords. This 
comes down to four basic elements: text, links, popularity, 
and reputation. 
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There are basic things that can be done to ensure your 
content comes up in relevant searches online. Download a 
free detailed beginner’s guide to search engine optimization 
from SEOmoz (www.seomoz.org/learn-seo). Ultimately, 
SEO is about making well-designed, informative sites or 
web pages that users can find easily. 

Considering a media campaign

Is this content newsworthy?
While much of the published literature can be considered 
important and of interest to researchers in the field, some 
research can be of interest to a much wider audience because 
it changes practice, reveals a significant new dimension to 
a well-known theory, unveils a new species, or has a similar 
broader impact. For research like this it may be valuable to 
send a press release or alert to the media to highlight the 
paper. While there are no hard and fast rules as to what is 
considered ‘newsworthy’, a few pointers are outlined below. 
It is important to remember that even the most well-written 
press release sent to the most high-profile reporters will not 
generate coverage if there is no real story.

Top tips for identifying a newsworthy study
•	 Think TIGER: Is the content … Timely, Interesting, 

Groundbreaking, with Everyday relevance? If so, you 
could have a great Result.

•	 If you told someone about this research, would they 
immediately understand the significance? If they say, 
‘So what?’, it probably isn’t news.

•	 Is this research something you would tell a friend or 
family member about? Is it of interest to the general 
public outside of your field?

•	 You may publish research about a subject that has 
recently been in the news – does the research add a 
new dimension to this story or change the way it 
is understood? The topic alone is not enough to be 
newsworthy: it must bring something distinct and new.

•	 Are the results unusual or unexpected? For instance, 
‘Dog Bites Man’ is not as interesting as ‘Man Bites Dog’.

•	 Is it new? Is this the first time this discovery has been 
made?

•	 Does the story affect people? The biggest news is the 
news that affects the most people.

Once you have identified a newsworthy study
If you have identified content or a particular article that 
warrants timely attention from the media, you may think 
about planning promotion using a press release. The best 
time to start planning a press release for a journal article, for 
example, is when it is first accepted for publication. Ideally, 
you should embargo your press release until the date the 
study is first published online. An embargo is a ‘gentleman’s 
agreement’ between reporters and the information provider 
to not report a story before an agreed date. Embargoes 
serve the interests of the media, authors, and the public 
by ensuring reporters have sufficient time to consider the 
paper, conduct interviews, and write well-informed articles. 
When seeking international coverage, embargoes also 
enable sufficient time for in-depth reporting across time 
zones.  It is important to note that in the case of a media 
embargo, a journal study is considered to be published as 
soon as it appears online, as opposed to in print. Essentially, 
you cannot embargo something that is in the public domain, 
but providing an embargo period will generally increase the 
likelihood of a reporter covering the story.

The press office at your institution or a hired publicist 
can ensure your press release is formatted in the proper 
way, is distributed through timely channels, and has a 
headline and lead that catch the attention of relevant 
reporters. However, keep in mind that you do not need a 
public relations (PR) team to send out a press release. You 
just need to tell your story to your intended audience and 
can post the press release online with a link to your journal 
website. It will be helpful to coordinate the efforts of a 
press release from your institutional press office with your 
publisher’s publicity team, if applicable.

Top tips for writing a press release
•	 Write a short, catchy, informative headline. Reporters 

should be able to get a feeling for what the press release 
is going to tell them just from the headline. When 
sending a press release out by email, it is useful to 
think about how the email will appear in reporters’ 
inboxes – how many words will they be able to see? 
Either shorten your headline for the email subject line, 
or make sure the key words are at the beginning.

•	 Keep it short. Many reporters will make a judgement 
after the first paragraph so make sure the key parts of 
the story are early on in the release. Do not assume 
too much prior knowledge of the subject – explain the 
context and stay away from jargon. If you have to use a 
technical word, explain it in layman’s terms. Remember, 
the aim of the press release is not to provide beautifully 
written prose, but to share an interesting story in 500 
words or less.

•	 Provide quotes from key people related to the research 
that reporters can cut and paste into their story. 
Quotes could be from the author, the editor, or a 
person affected by the research. Make sure you have 
permission to use any quotes in a press release.

Key things to include:
•	 In the body of the press release: the name of your 

journal or publication, the name of the researcher, a 
web link to your journal and/or the research.

•	 In the Notes to Editors section (at the end): a citation 
of the paper, information for reporters on how to 
access the paper and how to arrange an interview with 
the research spokesperson.

•	 To improve the pick-up of your press release in online 
sites, provide photographs the reporters can use 
(always check copyright), record a video to accompany 
the research, or include sections that can easily be cut 
and pasted, such as a bullet-pointed summary.

There is a plethora of up-to-date information on best 
practices for writing press releases available for free online, 
a few of which are:
•	 www.webwire.com/FormatGuidelines.asp 
•	 www.wikihow.com/Write-a-Press-Release 
•	 www.onlineprnews.com/content/resources 
•	 http://service.prweb.com/learning/article/

guide-creating-online-publicity-business

There are also some tips from reporters available online on 
what they look for in press releases, such as www.journalism.
co.uk/skills/how-to-write-the-perfect-press-release-for-journalists/
s7/a535287

Get your press release noticed by the media
If you are managing publicity on your own, below are a few 
resources to help you create and distribute your news to the 
most relevant audience (many others are available):

PRWeb (www.prweb.com) 
PRWeb is a website that can guide you through the 
process of disseminating your release. It is a resource for 
marketing experts as well as public relations professionals. 
It is a paid service providing press release hosting as 
well as emailing and SEO services. More information 
about the role of Public Relations (PR) and how it can 
be a useful tool for your purposes is detailed in their 
white paper at http://service.prweb.com/learning/article/
the-roi-of-online-press-releases

EurekAlert! (www.eurekalert.org) 
EurekAlert! is a global, online news service that provides 
a central location for science, medical, and technical 
journals to bring their research to the media. It is operated 
by AAAS, the science society, and is used by hundreds of 
organizations worldwide to distribute science, health, and 
technology news, as well as to access experts and other 
resources to reporters. With registration, you can submit 
your press releases to be published online here (there is a 
fee per item or an annual subscription).

AlphaGalileo (www.alphagalileo.org) 
AlphaGalileo is provided by the independent not-for-profit 
organization AlphaGalileo Foundation Ltd and offers the 
same services as Eurekalert!, but is based in Europe. It is 
a moderated news service that distributes news releases 
in science, health, technology, the arts, humanities, social 
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sciences and business. They offer a pay-as-you-post option 
as well as annual subscriptions.

Free press release posting sites
There are also several less-targeted websites where you can 
post content for free:
•	 www.newswiretoday.com
•	 www.pressreleasesubmission.co.uk
•	 www.PRLog.org 
•	 www.Free-Press-Release.com 

Science Media Centre                                                                      
(SMC; www.sciencemediacentre.org) 
The Science Media Centres are a group of independent, not-
for-profit organizations that help to ensure the public has 
access to the best scientific research and expertise. There 
are SMCs in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and 
Japan, and one is planned for the USA. The SMCs regularly 
provide news briefings to reporters about controversial 
stories, putting in touch experts and reporters. If the 
research you are promoting is controversial, you may wish 
to get in touch with them for advice and support. 

PR Associations
Many countries have their own PR associations, and these 
groups offer additional tips and best practice guidelines, for 
example: 
•	 PRSA: www.prsa.org/Intelligence/Tactics/Issues
•	 CIPR: www.cipr.co.uk/content/policy-resources/

best-practice-guides-toolkits
•	 IPRA: www.ipra.org/frontline/06/2012/

measuring-pr-how-do-we-get-it-right

Another resource to ensure that the right people 
receive and read your press release is Journalisted (http://
journalisted.com), an independent website built to make it 
easier for the public to find out more about journalists who 
publish articles in UK national newspapers and BBC News. 
Use the site to create a list of journalists who report on your 
subject area and are active in social media networks as well. 
Then use this list to disseminate your newsworthy content 
and find ways to engage with these journalists online.

If you are planning to reach out to the media frequently, 
you may find it is worth purchasing a subscription to a 
media database, such as CisionPoint (www.cision.com), 
Gorkana (www.gorkana.com), or one of the many other 
similar services.

Once your press release is distributed, be prepared to 
answer enquiries from journalists as well as the general 
public. Alert your staff and other people involved in 
the research and publication, so that they as well will be 
prepared for any enquiries from the media. It is generally 
expected that an original copy of the article will be provided 
free of charge to interested media outlets. Reporters will 
likely request an interview with the lead authors of the 
study or editor of the publication. When being interviewed, 
remember to use layman’s terms, simple sentences, and 
know your key points.

Using social media networks
In addition to the traditional press release, engaging in social 
media is a key tool for building an audience, developing 
your readership, and actively engaging with those groups 
to create awareness of content. There are numerous social 
networks gaining in popularity, but we suggest starting 
with the three below. Remember that participating in 
social media is not about pushing your own agenda, but 
about connecting with readers and cultivating relationships 
within your community. Keep in mind that the social media 
landscape is always changing, so be ready to change with it.

Facebook (www.facebook.com) 
With over 1 billion active users and counting, Facebook 
is a popular network that you can use to reach your 
intended audience. Think about creating a fan page for 
your publication, where fans can receive regular updates 
on the latest research, including newsworthy headlines, 
events, and more. See, for example, the Review of Keynesian 
Economics Facebook page (www.facebook.com/pages/
Review-of-Keynesian-Economics/262195523837155).

Mashable, a leading source for news and reports on 
the importance of digital innovation, shares some best 
practice tips to make the most of a Facebook page to 
create maximum engagement with your fans here: http://
mashable.com/2012/05/17/facebook-timeline-brand-tips.

LinkedIn (www.linkedin.com) 
LinkedIn is another social network that allows you to 
connect with professional contacts. With over 120 million 
registered users, they can, in their words, ‘help you make 
better use of your professional network and help the people 
you trust in return … to make you more productive and 
successful’. As the content you are promoting in your 
publication would be of interest to others in the same area 
of work or profession, it is likely that a ‘business’ profile or 
company page for your publication would be successful in 
promoting content here. 

Through LinkedIn, you can add contacts to your profile 
or extend invitations to colleagues and friends who would be 
most interested in the content you are promoting. Further, 
you can use LinkedIn as a way to build a community 
around the content in your publication and related research 
through discussions. There is also the ability to join groups 
of similar interest where you can share ideas with group 
members and post answers to questions that may drive 
readers to your publication’s content.

Twitter (www.twitter.com) 
Twitter is another popular social network that now has 
at least 175 million registered users. You start by creating 
a user name or ‘Twitter handle’ that begins with the ‘@’ 
symbol (for example, @sciencejournal). Tweets consist 
of 140 characters and can contain shortened links to 
other content online. Use free services like http://ow.ly/
url/shorten-url or www.bitly.com to shorten long URLs. 
Twitter can also provide information on the number of 
clicks, so you can assess how interested your audience is.

Find followers, starting with your own contacts, then use 

a keyword search to find people who are interested in your 
subject area. Following other Twitter users is the best way 
to grow a list of followers. Be sure to engage with those who 
follow you. This network is ideal for sharing articles that 
readers and followers would be interested in, along with a 
short description about why it is relevant. On Twitter, your 
expertise as a science editor for a peer-reviewed journal or 
other publication can give you instant credibility and clout, 
which you can use to your advantage in gaining followers 
and retweets. See Nature’s Twitter account as an example 
(https://twitter.com/NatureMagazine).

Getting deeper into the conversation
Participating on others’ blogs can be a very powerful tool 
for promotion and raising your profile. You can use a blog 
search engine like Technorati (www.technorati.com) to 
locate bloggers in your subject or area of expertise. Once 
you have identified those that feel relevant and compelling, 
become a part of the conversation by commenting on posts 
and adding relevant information that readers of the blog 
might be interested to know. Include information that links 
back to research or your own website to attract interested 
readers your way.

Take things a step further by starting your own blog. 
Again, this can establish you and your publication as a 
credible and reliable thought leader in the community, 
backed by scientific evidence – namely the research 
published in your journal. On your own, turn to user-
friendly sites like Blogger (www.blogger.com) or Wordpress 
(www.wordpress.com) where you can quickly set up a basic 
account at no charge, write a post, preview it, then publish 
it online. Etiquette regarding social media as well as search 
engine optimization for web pages is also applicable here. 
For an example, see the Annals of Botany blog (http://
aobblog.com).

Once you are comfortable using multiple social network 
sites, you might consider a platform like Hootsuite (www.
hootsuite.com) or Tweetdeck (www.tweetdeck.com) that 
allows you to update all of your statuses or post to all of 
your sites simultaneously. Additionally, platforms like these 
will enable you to schedule posts, keep track of comments, 
and provide other metrics that will help you to better 
engage with your audience.

The checklist
Based on the information presented here, use this simplified 
checklist as a reference for your promotional efforts. Start 
with the basics. Remember, there are countless resources 
offering services that can maximize the exposure of your 
publication, but there are many things you can also do from 
your own desk.

The basics:
•	 Tell friends and colleagues. Reach out to your list of 

personal and professional contacts and share a link to 
your publication or article via email or existing social 
networks. Ask these individuals to forward it on to 
others that may also be interested.

•	 Make the most of research that is accessible online. 
Research available electronically will be much more 
discoverable than print only. 

More effort but worth the work:
•	 Optimize your website to increase discoverability. 

Include descriptive text and links to your research 
and publication to ensure that it can be found easily 
through online searches.

•	 Create a press release. Work in conjunction with your 
institutional press office and/or publisher marketing 
team, or do it yourself.

•	 Join the discussion using social media. Share your 
content and engage in conversations with active 
members of your community on Facebook, LinkedIn, 
and Twitter. Create company pages specific to your 
publication.

Taking it to the next level:
•	 Start your own blog. Become a thought leader and 

create dialogues about research in your area. Actively 
engage with and contribute to a community of others 
in your area of research.

•	 Manage your social media sites simultaneously. 
Utilize a platform that helps you to track mentions, 
schedule posts, and interact with your fans or followers.

Additional resources
Author’s Guide to Online Marketing & Publicity; http://authorguide.wiley.com
Blogging for Dummies; www.dummies.com/DummiesTitle/productCd-

1118151941,descCd-buy.html 
Facebook Marketing for Dummies; www.dummies.com/DummiesTitle/

productCd-1118107403,descCd-buy.html
Internet Marketing Whitepapers & Ebooks; www.hubspot.com/

internet-marketing-whitepapers
Share This: The Social Media Handbook for PR Professionals; www.wiley.

com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/productCd-111840484X.html
The Elements of Style, 4th Edition; www.amazon.com/

Elements-Style-4th-William-Strunk/dp/0205313426
The New Rules of Marketing & PR: How to Use Social Media, Online 

Video, Mobile Applications, Blogs, News Releases, and Viral 
Marketing, 4th Edition; www.wiley.com/WileyCDA/WileyTitle/
productCd-1118488768.html

Twitter Tips, Tricks, and Tweets, www.wiley.com/buy/0470624663 


