From the Editor . . .
Journal impact factors
On 5 May 2022, The Conversation
published an article on assessing research quality,1 written by
Lyn Horn (University of Cape Town)
and Lex Bouter (Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam), both of whom are very
involved in the topic of research
integrity. Without publications in
academic journals, researchers
struggle to advance their careers,
which includes being funded to
conduct further research, being promoted within their organisations,
Gill Nelson,
and/or being selected into new
Editor-in-Chief
positions in research institutes and
universities. There are several metrics that are used to assess the quality
of research, most of which are related to published manuscripts. The
most well-known of these is the journal impact factor, and the authors
discuss its validity as a measure of quality in The Conversation.
The impact factor relates to the journal in which the manuscript has
been published, and not to the manuscript itself. It is a “measure of the
frequency with which the ‘average article’ in a journal has been cited in a
particular year or period”,2 so it varies from year to year, but usually not
by much. More information about the impact factor itself, and how it is
calculated, can be found on the Clarivate Analytics website (previously
called The Institute for Scientific Information (ISI)).2 In a nutshell, the
more papers that are published in a journal, the more often that journal
will be included in the citations in subsequent papers, resulting in a
larger impact factor for the journal.
Journal impact factors vary widely, from extremely high to below
1. Journals with high impact factors include CA: A Cancer Journal for
Clinicians (508.702), and some that are more familiar to us, such as
The New England Journal of Medicine (91.253) and The Lancet (79.323).
Because occupational health is a relatively small field of research, papers
may not be cited as often as those about cancer, for example, and this is
reflected in the impact factors. Occupational health journals fall under
the category ‘Public Health, Environmental and Occupational Health’. The
journal in this category with the highest impact factor for 2020 is MMWR
Surveillance Summaries (58.769), while the journal with the lowest impact
factor is Sante Publique (0.203). The occupational health journal ranked
first in this category is Occupational and Environmental Medicine, with an
impact factor of 4.402, followed by International Archives of Occupational
and Environmental Health (3.015). The impact factors for these and other
journals can be found on the Clarivate website.3
Not all journals have impact factors, and this includes Occupational
Health Southern Africa. While this is our goal – because an impact
factor equates to international recognition – the process is arduous, as
described by Falkowska (2012).4 A journal must first be submitted for
Clarivate Analytics review. If it is accepted, the journal will receive an
impact factor only three years later. Only 10–12% of the 2 000-odd journals that are submitted annually are accepted. If the journal is rejected,
it can only be resubmitted after a further 2–3 years.
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There are several criteria that must be met before a journal is
accepted by Clarivate Analytics. First, publishing standards need to
be adhered to, such as publishing each issue on time, and following
international editorial conventions. Occupational Health Southern
Africa has appropriate publishing standards, being on the International
Committee of Medical Journal Editors (ICMJE) website list of journals
following the Committee’s recommendations for the conduct, reporting, editing and publication of scholarly work in medical journals. Other
publishing standards include having cited references and being peer
reviewed. Second, editorial content needs to “have unique features
and be distinguished from other journals in the field”. Third, international
diversity is important. Authors, editors, and editorial advisory board
members should be located around the world. That said, Clarivate
Analytics also includes the best regional journals in its database. Last,
the Committee checks for citations to the journal itself in other journals,
self-citations, and other issues related to citations.
While impact factors and other publishing metrics are considered
by many to be useful objective measures of research quality, they
have several downfalls. The ‘quantity over quality’ approach has led to
“questionable research practices”,1 such as ‘salami slicing’ and duplicate
publication, as described in our policy on publication misconduct.5
Horn and Bouter warn about predatory journals and the pressure to
“cut corners” in research, which can compromise research quality, and
affect the very people who should, ideally, benefit from the research.
For the foreseeable future, however, impact factors and other
metrics that quantitatively measure research are here to stay.
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