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Impact factors: Misuse
and initiatives
Pharmacy academics, researchers and practitioners
DURXQG WKH ZRUOG KDYH EHHQ DIIHFWHG E\ ´MRXUQDO
LPSDFW IDFWRUVµ WR VRPH H[WHQW ,W LV FUXFLDO IRU
everyone to fully understand what it is, how it is
used or misused and some initiatives to supplement
or substitute this conventional approach.

BACKGROUND
7KHLPSDFWIDFWRU ,) RIDUHIHUHHGMRXUQDORUZLGHO\
NQRZQ DV ´-RXUQDO &LWDWLRQ 5HSRUWV -&5  ,)µ ZDV
FUHDWHGE\WKH,QVWLWXWHIRU6FLHQWLÀF,QIRUPDWLRQLQ
7KH FRPSDQ\ QDPH ZDV ODWHU FKDQJHG WR ´7KRPVRQ
5HXWHUVµ[1] that has published JCR with two editions: JCR
science and social sciences. JCR is claimed to provide a
systematic, objective means to assess the world’s leading
research journals and enable readers to compare journals
DQGÀQGWKHPRVWVLJQLÀFDQWRQHVIRUWKHLUUHVHDUFKRU
practice.[2] From the JCR homepage, users can select a
JCR edition, year or search option, i.e., a subject category,
SXEOLVKHUFRXQWU\RUVSHFLÀFMRXUQDO$VIRUSKDUPDF\
practice and clinical pharmacy, the subject category is
´3KDUPDFRORJ\DQG3KDUPDF\µLQWKH6FLHQFH(GLWLRQ
RU´6RFLDO6FLHQFHV%LRPHGLFDOµLQWKH6RFLDO6FLHQFHV
Edition. After a search, the full record of journals will pop
up to detail all evaluated journals, some of which retrieved
from the 2012 JCR[3]DUHGHPRQVWUDWHGLQWKH7DEOH
As can be seen in the table above, the JCR record covers
eight indicators or metrics ranging from the 2012 total
cited (the total number of times that the journal is cited by
all indexed journals in the database within the JCR year)
WRWKHDUWLFOHLQÁXHQFHVFRUHV[4] However, IFs and 5 year
IF are mostly utilized to indicate how important a journal
is in the discipline; journals with higher IF are regarded
DVPRUHHVVHQWLDOZLWKKLJKHUUDQNLQJWKDQWKRVHZLWK
ORZHURQHV$Q,)UHIHUVWR´DPHDVXUHWKDWUHÁHFWVWKH
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average number of times that articles from a journal is
cited by articles in indexed journals within a particular
\HDUµ[4] IF is usually considered after 2 years of journal
publication or at least within a 3 year period. For instance,
IF for 2013, which will be analyzed and published in 2014,
can be calculated using the equation below.

IF

Number of times that articles published in a
journal in 2 011-2012 were cited in indexed
journals during 2 013
Total number of "citable items" published
by that journal in 20011-2012

ZKHUH ´FLWDEOH LWHPVµ  2ULJLQDO DUWLFOHV UHYLHZV
proceedings or notes (excl. editorials or letters to the
editor).

LIMITATIONS
/LNHPRVWJHQHULFPHDVXUHVWKHYDOLGLW\DQGUHOLDELOLW\
of IFs remain controversial. IF varies with academic
GLVFLSOLQHVRUWKHQXPEHURIFLWDWLRQVLQWKHÀHOGVXFKDV
IF for pharmacy practice journals being in the range of
0.001-2.000 or for medical sciences 0.001-30.000.[3]7KXV
different disciplines have different IF values and they
cannot be compared between disciplines. Regarding
journals indexed in the JCR database, most need to
submit their applications for further selection and some
are invited by the JCR expert panel. A new journal with
either new or existing volumes will receive an IF only
after being indexed for 3 years as demonstrated in the
equation above. Moreover, journals with only online
RU RSHQ DFFHVV YHUVLRQV OLNH $UFKLYHV RI SKDUPDF\
SUDFWLFHVHHPWREHRYHUORRNHG3HWHU%XWOHURI6SULQJHU
SBM Publisher discussed the IF issues at the joint
meeting between the International Advisory Board
and the Reviewers of IJCP in Prague, Czech Republic
on October 17, 2013. He pointed out that.
´7KH-RXUQDO,)ZDVLQLWLDOO\RQO\GHVLJQHGWRUHÁHFW
WKHLPSDFWRIDMRXUQDOEXWWKDWLWXVXDOO\UHÁHFWVWKH
impact of a number of papers in that journal. One
highly cited article can stand next to many not-cited
articles, yet the journal will have a reasonable IF,
ZKHUHDVWKHUHDOVFLHQWLÀFLPSDFWRIWKHZKROHMRXUQDO
LQIDFWLVQRWKLJK,WLVTXLWHDQXQEDODQFHGPHDVXUHµ
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Table 1: The 2012 JCR record of some pharmacy practice and clinical pharmacy journals
Abbreviated
journal title
Am J Health-Syst Ph
Drug Inf J
Eur J Hosp Pharm S P
Int J Clin Pharm-Net

ISSN

JCR data
2012 total Impact
cited
factor

1079-2082
0092-8615
2047-9956
2210-7703

3749
510
12
99

5-year
impact factor

1.984
0.401

2.051
0.418

0.859

0.859

Eigen factor metrics

Immediacy 2012
index
items
0.552
0.184
0.235
0.139

154
76
51
101

Cited
Eigen
half-life factor score
5.8
>10.0

0.00876
0.00145
0.00000
0.00033

Article
influence score
0.548
0.228
0.192

JCR=Journal citation reports, ISSN=International standard serial number

disciplines in 83 countries.[5] Despite the large number
of indexed journals, numerous periodicals are not
interested in it or not chosen by the JCR panel. In
pharmacy practice and clinical pharmacy, fewer
than 30 journals have been included and given IF;
some have no IF on account of irregular publications
or other reasons.[3] In addition, reviewed journals
are usually cited more than research ones, thereby
resulting in higher IF.[4] A possible explanation is
they are comparatively easy to read and utilized.
7KLVLVDOVRWUXHIRUUHYLHZHGDUWLFOHVFRPSDUHGZLWK
original reports. In order to increase journal’s IFs, some
editorial policies have been put in place, based on the
IF equation, to maximize the numerator and minimize
the denominator. Few intriguing strategies[6] are to
increase reviewed articles, reduce other uncitable
items (e.g., case reports, editorials and letters to
the editor), publish potentially cited papers at the
beginning of the year to give more time for citation,
or force authors to cite at least one paper from the
MRXUQDO RUVRFDOOHG´FRHUFLYHFLWDWLRQµ[7]).

Misuse
As suggested by JCR, IFs along with other metrics
SURYLGHGDUHRIKHOSWRÀYHJURXSVRISHRSOH[8]
 Librarians can support, evaluate and document
the value of their library research investments
 3XEOLVKHUV FDQ GHWHUPLQH MRXUQDO·V LQÁXHQFH LQ
WKH PDUNHWSODFH UHYLHZ HGLWRULDO SROLFLHV DQG
strategic direction monitor competitors and
identify new opportunities
 Authors and editors can identify the most
appropriate, influential journals in which to
publish
 5HVHDUFKHUVFDQGLVFRYHUZKHUHWRÀQGWKHFXUUHQW
UHDGLQJOLVWLQWKHLUUHVSHFWLYHÀHOGV
 Information analysts and bibliometricians can
WUDFNELEOLRPHWULFDQGFLWDWLRQWUHQGVDQGSDWWHUQV
In theory, IF and other metrics may be used with the
aforementioned limitations. Nevertheless, in practice
IF is prone to misuse either directly or indirectly. IF
should not be applied to the assessments of individual
4

researchers or institutions, but many universities tend
WRPDNHXVHRILWVRDVWRHYDOXDWHWKHSHUIRUPDQFHRI
researchers for recruitment, promotion, or funding
decisions.[9],QWKH8.WRSDUWDNHLQWKH5HVHDUFK
([FHOOHQW)UDPHZRUN 5() [10] which is a new
V\VWHPXVHGWRDVVHVV8.XQLYHUVLWLHV·UHVHDUFKLQRUGHU
to allocate research funding, each academic member
needs to submit four quality research outputs (or
papers) published during 2008-2013. Although REF
does not specify the exact criteria for the quality of
research outputs, most universities prefer to include
research articles published in journals with IF at least
3.0 (British academics; personal communication). If
WKLVLVWKHFDVHSKDUPDF\SUDFWLFHSDSHUVDUHOLNHO\WR
be excluded as most are printed in low-impact journals.
Aside from that, it seems to create a misperception, or
DVHQVHRIVXSHULRULW\DPRQJUHVHDUFKHUV7KRVHZKR
are able to publish their papers in a journal with high
,) DUH SHUFHLYHG DV PRUH NQRZOHGJHDEOH RU VNLOOIXO
in research. With respect to a critical evaluation of
D UHVHDUFK DUWLFOH ZH VRPHWLPHV QHHG WR DVN ´,V LW
SXEOLVKHG LQ D UHSXWDEOH SHHU UHYLHZHG MRXUQDO"µ
Again, IF is primarily employed to clarify the journal’s
reputation, which is deemed inappropriate.

Initiatives
In response to the misuse of IF, some initiatives for
assessing research publications have been introduced.
One of commonly used indicators is H-index, which
measures the impact of an individual’s article rather
than the whole journal.[11] It can control the effect of
a small number of highly cited papers and reward
consistent outputs.[12]7KLVLQGH[DSDUWIURP,)KDV
been accepted by several research funding bodies,
such as German Research Foundation (Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft). [13] Other interesting
SXEOLFDWLRQ PHWULFV DUH 3DJH5DQN DOJRULWKP[14]
7ZLPSDFW IDFWRU DQG 7ZLQGH[[15] and article-level
metrics.[16] In December 2012, the American Society
for Cell biology with the assistance of editors
and publishers of scholarly journals announced
the San Francisco Declaration on Research
Assessment (DORA),[17] which is a global initiative
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to improve the evaluation of research outputs. Many
large research organizations have already signed the
declaration to:
 (OLPLQDWHWKHXVHRIMRXUQDOEDVHGPHWULFVVXFK
as Journal IFs, in funding, appointment and
promotion considerations
 $VVHVVUHVHDUFKRQLWVRZQPHULWVUDWKHUWKDQRQ
the basis of the journal in which the research is
published; and
 &DSLWDOL]HRQWKHRSSRUWXQLWLHVSURYLGHGE\RQOLQH
publication, such as relaxing unnecessary limits
RQWKHQXPEHURIZRUGVÀJXUHVDQGUHIHUHQFHV
in articles and exploring new indicators of
VLJQLÀFDQFHDQGLPSDFW
2QWKHZKROHWKH-&5,)LQÁXHQFHVWKHUHVHDUFKZRUN
of researchers and research-related organizations
ZRUOGZLGH,WUHQGHUVVRPHEHQHÀWVDQGGUDZEDFNV
Owing to the IF misuse and limitations, several
initiatives have now been exploited. It is envisaged that
the DORA initiative that gains wide acceptance might
replace IF for the evaluation of research publications
in the near future.
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