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“When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a
good measure”

Goodheart’s law

The journal impact factor is the most commonly used metric
for assessing scientific journals and is widely used as a proxy
measure to judge the quality of individual research articles
and their authors. It is a simple numerical ratio of article
citations relative to articles published and is calculated as
IF2020 = A/B, in which A is the number of times the articles
published in 2018 and 2019 were cited in 2020 (by articles
published in indexed journals), and B is the total number of
citable items published in 2018 and 2019. Using this for-
mula, the European Journal of Psychological Assessment (EJPA)
maintained a relatively stable impact factor of around 2.0
each year (over the past 5–10 years), but this increased to
approximately 3.0 in the 2020 Journal Citation Reports pub-
lished by Clarivate in June 2021. In this editorial, we aim to
provide a brief overview of the journal impact factor, includ-
ing its viability as a meaningful metric for scientific journals
and what this means for EJPA moving forward.

The journal impact factor was developed over 60 years
ago to help librarians make decisions regarding journal sub-
scriptions (Larivière & Sugimoto, 2019) and quickly became
a convenient indicator of journal quality. Journals with a
high impact factor were seen as publishing the best quality
research, and researchers made a concerted effort to pub-
lish in high impact factor journals, with journal editors
interested in boosting their journals’ impact factor. Unfortu-
nately, this editorial drive to achieve a high impact factor
led to a number of questionable editorial practices consid-
ered harmful to progress in science. In the late 1990s and
early 2000s, a series of articles were published that
detailed how the journal impact factor had contributed to
a number of problems in science (see, e.g., Seglen, 1997).
For example, journal editors might favor the publication
of articles predicted to be highly cited (such as review arti-

cles in preference to clinical and applied practice), or strate-
gically delay the publication of potential “heavy hitters”
until the start of the following year so they have more time
to accrue citations over the full 2-year period (Seglen, 1997).
More major problematic issues include journal editors
“encouraging” authors of manuscripts to cite recent work
published in the journal (or publishing editorials that exces-
sively cite the journal’s own articles). Some journals even
went so far as to insist that submitted manuscripts cite
recent work published in the journal as part of their submis-
sion guidelines (see Caon, 2017). The problem had become
so severe that in 2007 two scientists published an editorial
that cited every article published in the journal in the previ-
ous 2 years – boosting the journals’ impact factor from 0.7
to 1.4 in the process – to highlight the problem of excessive
journal self-citation (Schutte & Švec, 2007). Thomson Reu-
ters’ (predecessor of Clarivate) response was to remove the
journal from the 2007 Journal Citation Reports, a gesture
that was likened in an amusing editorial (Brumback,
2009) to the evil galactic empire wielding its enormous
power over the rebels in the movie “Star Wars.”

By the 2010s, everyone seemed to agree that journal
impact factors were near meaningless and bad for science
(Ioannidis & Thombs, 2019; Larivière & Sugimoto, 2019;
Zhang et al., 2017). The development of the San Francisco
Declaration of Research Assessment (DORA; Cagan, 2013) –
along with several major funding organizations opting not
to consider journal impact factors in assessments (see Brito
& Rodríguez-Navarro, 2019) – appeared to have finally led
to the demise of this problematic metric. It might therefore
appear rather puzzling that every June (following the
release of the Journal Citation Reports), dozens of journal
editors take to social media to announce their pride and
joy (or disappointment) in their journals’ (often slight)
change in impact factor. It appears that no matter how
much information emerges on the problems of journal
impact factors, everybody remains captivated. A devil’s
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advocate might argue that if academics want to embrace
impact factors, and editors want to boost their journal’s
impact factor, then who cares – nobody is getting hurt,
right? Unfortunately, a major problem with impact factors
is that they are often used to judge the quality of individual
research articles and their authors.

Much research has explored whether journal impact fac-
tors relate to research quality, with little success. As one
study noted, evaluating the quality of research by the jour-
nal impact factor was no better than coin-flipping (Brito &
Rodríguez-Navarro, 2019). Trivial-small correlations have
been observed between journal impact factor and article
citation count (Fox et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2017), and sta-
tistical power of studies (a useful indicator of study quality)
is unrelated to the impact factor of the journal in which the
work is published (Brembs et al., 2013). The reproducibility
of research findings is also unrelated to the journal impact
factor (Prinz et al., 2011). By one estimate, the top 15% of
most cited articles account for 50% of citations, and the
top 50% account for 90% of citations (Seglen, 1997). In
other words, rarely cited articles receive equal credit for
the impact obtained by a few highly cited articles. This cita-
tion skewness can often manifest in rather large fluctua-
tions in impact factor. For example, the impact factor of
International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology jumped
from 6.9 in 2019 to 14.3 in 2020, whereasHealth Psychology
Review fell from 9.1 in 2019 to 3.7 in 2020. In terms of cita-
tions, there appears to be no clear benefit to publishing in a
journal with a high impact factor (Milojević et al., 2017),
and the journal impact factor is not representative of
the quality of individual articles (Larivière & Sugimoto,
2019).

Of more concern, academic promotions and employment
can be influenced by the impact factors of the journals in
which academics publish. Despite the numerous warnings
about such use (Brembs et al., 2013; McKiernan et al.,
2019; Moustafa, 2015; Seglen, 1997), journal impact factors
continue to be used in academic promotion and tenure
evaluations. One recent study found that, in a representa-
tive sample of US and Canadian universities, 40% of
research-intensive institutions mentioned impact factors,
of which 87% supported their use in promotion and tenure
applications, and 63% associated the metric with quality
(McKiernan et al., 2019). This is clearly problematic. How-
ever, some have argued that simply trying to overhaul
impact factors and pointing out that they do not matter
ineffective and potentially harmful to aspiring researchers
since different institutions play different rules (Tregoning,
2018). Consider the following example: an early career
researcher is asked about their ability to publish in high-
impact journals at a job interview. Is the best course of
action to point out that impact factors are meaningless
and do not reflect research quality? Possibly. But it very

much depends on who is on the interview panel. For
early-career researchers, ignoring this metric could cost
them in the long run, as some institutions continue to use
it for academic promotion and tenure (Tregoning, 2018).
In other words, graduate students need to be aware of
impact factors, not because they are inherently useful, but
because their careers could depend on them. DORAs
strategic plan includes spreading awareness of alternatives
to the journal impact factor and providing examples of good
evaluation. Some useful alternatives have been proposed
(see Moher et al., 2018), but it will take somewhat of a cul-
ture shift in academia before these new measures become
common and are adopted by institutions and individual
researchers.

Judge Me by My Impact Factor,
Do You?

So what does all this mean for EJPA? In short, it means that
the increased impact factor in 2021 from 2.0 to 3.0 is essen-
tially meaningless. If it encourages researchers to submit
high-quality work to EJPA then great, but the standards at
EJPA have not changed. Of course, we continue to try to
improve the journal, as evidenced by the adoption of regis-
tered reports (Greiff & Allen, 2018), open science prac-
tices (Greiff et al., 2020), and supporting academic
freedom (Iliescu et al., 2021). However, we are not inter-
ested in gaming the impact factor, nor will we judge our
success by how much the journal’s impact factor increases
(or decreases) over the next few years. Multiple factors
influence where researchers choose to submit their work
for publication. These include the aims of the journal, the
readership, the perceived likelihood of publication, the
speed of the editorial and review process, the length of time
it takes to be published once accepted, publication costs,
journal word limits, accessibility of the journal, and the
quality of the editorial and advisory board (Eston, 2005).
We believe we have an excellent editorial and advisory
board (in particular, we would like to acknowledge the hard
work of the previous editors-in-chief of EJPA), and we will
continue our aim to speed up the editorial and review pro-
cess, as well as reduce the delay from acceptance to publi-
cation. As academics, we should continue to push back
against the impact factor as an indicator of quality (and,
of course, its use in academic promotion, tenure, and allo-
cation of funding) while also making sure that graduate stu-
dents are aware of the problems and career implications of
journal impact factors. We encourage readers to continue to
submit high-quality work to EJPA – not because of the jour-
nal impact factor, but because it is an outlet for high-quality
scientific research on psychological assessment.
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