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Introduction

If there’s one constant in the realm of academic journal management, it’s change. 
Since the release of the first edition of this eBook in 2015, the journal landscape has 
continued to evolve at a rapid pace — from the introduction of new digital publishing 
standards to metadata and indexing requirements to open access mandates — and 
the list goes on.

Journal managers and editors now have more considerations than ever before. In 
addition to continually working to optimize peer review workflows, many are 
navigating fluctuations in disciplinary research norms and publishing needs and 
expectations. Additionally, many journal programs are confronting questions around 
the sustainability of current and potential business models; and looking for new 
ways to help further the mission and activities of their organizations, particularly 
those published by scholarly societies.

Do you ever wonder how others are handling the demands of modern-day 
publishing?

Since Scholastica’s inception, we’ve spoken with dozens of publications managers 
and editors to learn about how they approach journal planning and development at 
the individual title and publishing program level. In this guide, we bring together 
insights from six experts managing academic journals in STEM, the humanities, and 
the social sciences on how to:

• Refine your peer review processes and speed up time to manuscript decision
• Improve editorial team training and alignment
• Grow your publishing reputation and attract more quality submissions
• Make actionable strategic plans to further your broader journal goals

This new eBook edition is designed to reflect the increasingly multifaceted nature of 
journal management. We’ll start by providing tactical insights to help you optimize 
your editorial workflows and speed up time to manuscript decision. Then we’ll move 
on to best practices for strategic journal planning and development at the individual 
title and publishing program level. Let’s get to it!
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1
Optimizing your 
editorial workflows



It can be difficult enough to make time for 
all of the manuscripts that have to be 
shepherded through peer review, let alone 
analyze and update existing workflows. 
The primary areas where teams would like 
to see change can also often feel outside 
of their control. For example, all editors 
know the struggle of waiting on referee 
comments despite sending multiple 
reminders or having to chase authors for 
manuscript revisions. It can feel like there’s 
little to be done to alleviate workflow 
bottlenecks in these types of situations.

Jennifer Mahar, Executive Peer Review 
Manager at Origin Editorial, has helped 
journals reach workflow goals big and 
small. She advises teams to start by 
identifying workflow bottlenecks at both the 
points they can and can’t directly control, 
and to then take an iterative approach to 
finding solutions or ways to mitigate those 
situations, beginning with the areas they 
have the most agency over.

“There are things that you can control in 
the editorial office, and then there are 
things that you can help control,” said 
Mahar. “For example, an area of the 
process that you have 100% control over is 
how quickly you complete initial quality 
checks when new papers come in the door. 
But once you pass off a manuscript to a 
journal editor, you don’t really have control 
over how long the next step in the process 
will take. The main thing at these handoff 
points is to focus on setting clear 
parameters.”

Mahar said a common struggle for many

3

Focus on iterative 
improvements

If your journal team is like most, you’re likely 
always thinking about potential peer-review 
workflow optimizations to help you save the 
most precious commodity of all — time. 
Whether you’re trying to reach a major 
milestone, such as cutting your time to 
manuscript decision by half, or you’re simply 
trying to shave off a few hours of editorial 
work each week or month. More efficient 
peer review processes mean happier 
editors, authors, and reviewers, as well as 
more opportunities to further other journal 
initiatives, such as cultivating new online 
promotion channels.

The question for most teams isn’t whether 
there are aspects of their peer review 
process that they could improve, but how to 
set achievable goals.

http://origineditorial.com/
https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/metrics-optimize-aspects-peer-review/?utm_campaign=Tales%20from%20the%20trenches%202nd%20edition&utm_source=tales-from-trenches-ebook&utm_medium=referral


Quick Tip: Core Journal 
Metrics to track

teams is trying to set new peer review 
deadlines or requirements without having a 
full understanding of which areas of their 
process are actually causing the most 
significant delays or which have the most or 
least optimization potential. “Before you 
decide on any sort of deadlines, you have to 
audit your current process to see how you’re 
doing. Dig into why each step is taking as 
long as it does currently to see what if any 
improvements are possible,” she said.

What metrics should all journals 
track? Some of the most important 
ones include: 

• Submission volume
• Time to first manuscript decision (at 

the journal and editor level)
• Acceptance and rejection rate (at 

the journal and editor level)
• Desk rejection rate
• Reviewer rate of agreeance
• Reviewer turnaround times
• Author time to manuscript revision
• Time to publication

4

Let (reproducible) 
metrics be your guide

To help journals identify achievable workflow 
optimization goals, Mahar said she always 
starts by digging into the data. “I’ve found 
that’s the best way to get to your desired 
result whatever that may be,” she said. “You 
should go through and audit your time for 
quality checks, assign to editor, peer review, 
decision, revisions, and so on to determine 
where you are before you decide where you 
want to go. Within your peer review system, 
you should have the ability to figure out, turn 
by turn, how long your papers are taking to roll 
into each of these steps.”

Susan Altman, managing editor of Global 
Environmental Politics, echoed the importance 
of tracking journal metrics. “I keep stats on all 
of the basic things,” said Altman. “I look at the 
number of manuscripts submitted by year, 
how many go through peer review, how many 
are desk rejected, and how many get rejected 
at the first or second phase of review.”

Altman recommends that journals also track 
metrics about their peer reviewers, including 
average days to complete an assignment by 
reviewer. Like many editors, one of her 
biggest struggles is trying to get reviewers to 
complete assignments on time.

For Altman, tracking reviewer turnaround 
metrics is an easy way to get the big picture of 
which of her reviewers are the most timely. 
Additionally, Altman tracks all of the review 
requests that she sends in order to avoid 
reaching out to the same reviewers too 
often.“We know that all of our reviewers have 
a lot on their plates,” she said.

https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/metrics-optimize-aspects-peer-review/?utm_campaign=Tales%20from%20the%20trenches%202nd%20edition&utm_source=tales-from-trenches-ebook&utm_medium=referral
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/loi/glep
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/loi/glep


A word to the wise — when pulling journal 
metrics, Mahar advises editorial teams to 
use medians rather than relying on 
averages and to track the same data points 
over time. “Always use medians, so it pulls 
out useless long data tails,” she explained. 
“And, of course, always report the same 
data. You don’t want to ever veer from your 
core metrics.”

Mahar also advises journals to be 
transparent about their manuscript 
handling metrics, including time to first 
decision and total manuscript turnaround 
time. “Those are KPIs that you really 
should share with authors. And if you have 
a great time to first decision — for 
example, if it takes you 25 days — that’s 
something you should be happy to post,” 
she said. “Some editors don’t want to share 
manuscript handling time with their 
authors, but I don’t understand the point of 
trying to keep it a secret, that won’t serve 
you any good. I think you should be as 
transparent as you can.”

Overall, tracking journal data and 
conducting regular operational audits will 
help your team determine how you’re doing 
and the best solutions to alleviate current 
or even potential challenges. Ideally, 
journals should aim to audit their workflows 
on an annual or bi-annual basis. “You won’t 
be able to fix a problem or make an 
improvement until you know where you 
stand,” said Mahar. “If you do a nice audit 
of what’s going on, you’ll know exactly 
where your time is being taken.

5

Quick Tip: Make sure your 
metrics are reproducible

How are most journals doing in 
the pursuit of gathering and 
analyzing meaningful 
performance data? According to 
Jason Roberts, Senior Partner at 
Origin Editorial, the majority 
could use some work.

The key issue he’s found is that 
teams often fail to maintain 
reproducible data and to track 
trends over time. Learn more 
about the importance of 
reproducible journal data and 
core metrics to focus on in this 
Scholastica blog interview.

https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/maintaining-reproducible-journal-metrics/?utm_campaign=Tales%20from%20the%20trenches%202nd%20edition&utm_source=tales-from-trenches-ebook&utm_medium=referral
https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/maintaining-reproducible-journal-metrics/?utm_campaign=Tales%20from%20the%20trenches%202nd%20edition&utm_source=tales-from-trenches-ebook&utm_medium=referral


your bar too high. For example, if your team is 
just meeting your current peer review deadlines, 
rather than setting goals around going faster, 
you may want to focus on finding ways to more 
easily hit your existing targets first. 

Anita Harris, managing editor of SubStance, 
said her team has made sticking to their current 
peer review schedule their number one goal. 
They're looking at where they can mitigate 
internal and external time constraints to help 
volunteer editors and reviewers more 
consistently turn manuscripts around within their 
desired timeline. “On a regular basis, we’re 
really just trying to make sure that manuscripts 
are being reviewed according to schedule,” she 
said. “I’m tracking average review time, average 
days to revision, and things like that. Right now, 
it’s more about meeting the deadline we have 
than trying to make it more aggressive.”

So remember to start where you are and to 
focus on streamlining your existing processes 
before looking to make new improvements. Help 
your team get into a solid peer review rhythm 
and then look for ways to move faster, if 
possible, not the other way around.

Now let’s take a look at some of the most 
common peer review bottleneck areas and 
proven solutions.
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Remember to start where 
you are 

There’s a powerful quote by former 
professional tennis player Arthur Ashe, “Start 
where you are, use what you have, do what 
you can.” In any endeavor, whether it’s trying 
to level up your tennis game or optimize your 
journal workflows, focusing on setting goals 
within your reach without getting 
overwhelmed by the information, resources, 
or capabilities, you may not have right away 
is paramount. You don’t want your team to 
become overwhelmed by change and simply 
stick to the same workflow because it’s how 
things have always been done. We all know 
that the span between a routine and a rut is 
just one hop, skip, and a jump away! 

Early on in your journal optimization efforts, 
you may not have all of the data you need to 
identify hyper-granular process improvement 
goals, and that’s OK. In this case, your initial 
goal may simply be to start collecting peer 
review data. Over time, as you assess your 
journal performance, you’ll also have to think 
critically about the kinds of improvements 
you can realistically make without setting



2
Common peer review 
bottleneck areas and 
solutions



Alleviating peer review bottlenecks

Once you’ve audited your current journal processes, it’s time to determine if and where 
you can implement workflow optimizations. Look for low hanging fruit opportunities to 
start, and remember to focus on tackling what you can control first and then looking for 
ways to help what you can’t. Here are some of the main peer-review bottleneck culprits 
and proven optimizations.

Manuscript screenings:

When it comes to making editorial workflow optimizations, one of the primary areas all 
journals should look at is their initial manuscript screening process (i.e., technical checks 
or quality checks done before substantive manuscript review). Quality checks should not 
significantly draw out a manuscript’s time to first review. Yet, that can become the case if 
editors front-load too many quality check steps that could and should be pushed to later 
in peer review. Early in the submission process, it’s important to stay focused on the 
primary goal of quality checks — to ensure manuscripts meet core criteria (e.g., abstract 
and complete references), and not get bogged down with too many stylistic concerns.

“I think a light touch at initial QC is so important. And knowing how to do that goes back 
to the numbers, '' said Mahar. “You have to dig into your data and look at how many 
papers you’re rejecting out of hand. If 30 - 40% of your papers are being desk rejected 
and you’re triaging them first, then your staff is wasting a lot of time on formatting 
issues.”

To help save quality check time, Mahar said some of the journals she works with have 
started accepting PDFs for initial submissions. “We tell authors that we don’t care about 
their separate figure file types. That has helped us, and our authors, save time,” she 
said. “Of course, this solution will not work for all journals, particularly journals that need 
figures to be high quality for reviewers like immunoblots. In that case, a PDF might not 
cut it. So it’s important to think through where you can trim some fat without issue.”

Author instructions:

Another area where journals can set themselves up for peer review delays, even before 
a manuscript is submitted, is their instructions for authors. Journals that have vague or 
overly complicated instructions for authors are more prone to receiving incorrect or 
incomplete manuscript submissions that require extra editorial attention. That’s why

8



Quick Tip: Instructions for 
Authors Do's and Don'ts

it’s so important to regularly assess your 
instructions for authors.

Journals should first ensure that their 
instructions for authors are easy to find from 
their homepage — authors shouldn’t have to 
hunt for this! And they should ensure their 
instructions for authors are in sequential order, 
so they’re easy to follow, using clear language 
for non-native English speakers. From there, 
Mahar advises journals to focus on making 
author instructions as concise as possible. “I 
think, generally, you have to minimize the 
number of things you ask authors to do when 
they first submit. When you have too many 
specifications, the authors start to get 
confused,” said Mahar. “Then you end up 
having to send papers back and potentially 
waste two or three days. I think most journals 
should minimize the amount of stuff they ask 
for in the initial submission, ideally keeping it 
to a page, and then add more formatting 
instructions in revisions if they have to.”

Mahar advises journals to focus on “trimming 
that fat” in their author instructions, mainly by 
cutting out unnecessary steps and winnowing 
down lengthy blocks of text. “Your author 
instructions should be as simple and 
straightforward as possible. Of course, use 
bullets or tables for information, it really helps 
the reader.” She also advises journals to date 
their author instructions. “If you don’t date 
your instructions for authors, then you’ll never 
know when you last updated them!”

As you assess your author instructions page, 
take the time to also think about additional 
resources your journal could offer authors that 
might alleviate common points of confusion. 
For example, Criminology, Criminal Justice,

What are the most common places 
where journals can improve their 
author instructions, and how should 
they go about making updates? 

We reached out to Kurt Spurlock, 
quality manager at Research 
Square, and Erika Kessler, academic 
formatting specialist at American 
Journal Experts (AJE), to get their 
take. Kurt and Erika share helpful 
tips in this Scholastica blog post.
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Law & Society (one of the journals that 
contributed to this guide) includes sample 
references for different content and media 
sources on their submissions page, which 
authors can compare their references to, to 
ensure they’re correct and complete.

When optimizing your journal’s instructions for 
authors, make sure that authors can also 
easily access any supplementary information 
they may need to make their submission 
decision or prepare their paper. This includes 
your journal conflict of interest statement, 
copyright policies, open-access policies, figure 
permissions, and ethical guidelines.

Finally, be sure to clearly state your journal 
aims and scope to reduce the number of 
submissions you receive that are outside the 
realm of your publication. Whether you’re

https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/journal-author-instructions-dos-and-donts/
https://ccjls.scholasticahq.com/for-authors


constructing or revising your journal’s submission page, take the time to carefully read 
through your aims and scope section to look for potential holes. It’s possible that you 
already have everything covered, but there is also a chance that you’ve left out information 
that authors could benefit from. Your aims/scope section should include the following:

• The mission of your journal
• The fields/sub-fields that your journal covers
• A list of article topics or specific areas of interest to your journal (if applicable)
• The nature of the research you seek: practice-oriented, theoretical, or either
• The types of content your journal accepts (book reviews, original research, etc.)

Editorial holdups:

Journals can also experience delays if editors are not adhering to deadlines. Mahar said, in 
her experience, rather than ignoring deadlines, the issue is usually editors not knowing 
what’s required of them. “One of the biggest things that I’ve found over the years is often 
editors just don’t know what’s expected of them. So during onboarding, you have to fully 
train each editor and explain to them the journal’s expectations. And then, of course, just 
know that life gets in the way sometimes, and you have to understand that,” she said.

Additionally, Mahar said keeping transparent workflow times can be a way to help editors 
stay on track. “We are very transparent with our editors for one of the journals I work with, 
and we share everybody’s performance stats on a slide. Then we don’t even have to talk 
about it really, the editors see how their peers are doing, and if one editor is taking 45 days 
to make a decision when everyone else is taking 30 days, they will usually self-correct.”

Another area to look out for when it comes to editorial processing times is delays caused by 
authors. “Often, unfortunately, [time is] being taken with authors during revisions. In a case 
like that, you may have to start requiring authors to get their papers back to you in 30 days. 
That can be a little tough to do. But, if you’re a highly competitive journal, you may have to 
take that kind of stance,” said Mahar.

Reviewer responsiveness:

Finally, one of the most challenging aspects of peer review for journals to control that can 
make or break their manuscript turnaround times is reviewer responsiveness. What steps 
can journals take to try to improve their reviewer response rates?

Mahar said it’s important to start with the numbers. “I would look at the data and first figure 
out your current rate of agreeance,” she said. “If you have a 30% agreeance rate, then you 
know you should at least double the number of reviewer suggestions from the outset, 
because you’re probably not going to succeed at getting the first two reviewers you ask.”
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Mahar said, at most of the journals she works 
with, she asks editors to double the number of 
reviewers they suggest to avoid delays 
caused by having to ask for more options.

Of course, getting reviewers is just the first 
challenge. From there, editors have to ensure 
review comments are submitted in a timely 
manner and work to cultivate reviewer 
retention over time. Susan Altman said she’s 
found that the best ways to retain reviewers 
are keeping assignments simple and to the 
point, without building in too many 
supplementary guidelines, and always 
showing appreciation.

“There are only 4 or 5 questions that we ask 
reviewers to answer,” said Altman. “We ask 
them to comment on the organization of the 
manuscript, whether or not it’s appropriate for 
the journal, how well the content ties into 
what’s been done in the field before, and how 
well written it is. We get really thorough 
reviews that way.” After she receives each 
review, Altman said she makes a point to send 
a thank you letter acknowledging the 
reviewer's time and effort.

Journals must, of course, ensure manuscripts 
have a clear shot at publication before 
sending them out for peer review — reviewers 
should never be the initial screen for 
submissions. Many journals have come up 
with innovative ways to structure their editorial 
teams and manuscript screening processes to 
make desk reviews as expeditiously as 
possible and lighten the workload they place 
on external reviewers. Let’s take a look at two 
case studies from Sociological Science and 
Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society. 
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3
Case Studies: 
Processes for more 
efficient peer review



13

Founded in September 2013, Sociological 
Science is an open-access peer-reviewed 
sociology journal aimed at “advancing a 
general understanding of social processes.” 
In addition to being known for publishing top-
quality research in all sociological subfields, 
Sociological Science has another defining 
feature, the journal makes all of its 
manuscript decisions in an impressive 30 
days or less.

When deciding how to organize Sociological 
Science, founding editor-in-chief Jesper 
Sørensen said he and fellow editors knew 
they wanted to make rapid manuscript 
review a priority. “One of the things that we 
had grown frustrated about was that the 
established journals are taking increasingly 
longer and longer to publish. It takes 9-12 
months to get a decision on a single round of 
a paper, and that’s coupled with the fact that 
a lot of journals are moving to going through 
multiple rounds of review,” said Sørensen. “A 
strong motivating factor of our journal is that 
we think that this delay is bad for the field; 
it’s bad when it takes 4 years for new ideas 
to get into print.”

8

Case Study:  

How Sociological Science 
developed a built-in 
reviewer pool

To be able to make manuscript decisions 
more quickly, Sørensen and his team came 
up with an innovative take on the traditional 
peer-review process, starting with the way 
they structured Sociological Science’s 
editorial board. The journal has recruited a 
large board of consulting editors who agree 
to review a certain number of submissions 
each year so that by the time a manuscript is 
sent out for external review its already been 
carefully vetted. “That’s the reviewer pool, so 
to speak,” said Sørensen.

As a result, Sociological Science is able to 
just ask external referees to give an accept 
or reject recommendation for each paper 
and note any obvious flaws, without 
requiring them to write lengthy reports.

“One of the things that slows down more 
traditional journals is they spend a lot of time 
just trying to find people who are willing to 
review,” said Sørensen. “So our deal with 
our consulting editors is that you have to 
pre-commit to doing a certain number of 
papers a year, so that we can get our 
decisions done in thirty days. In that sense, 
our review and editorial model is quite 
different from most standard journals.”

Sørensen said, in addition to asking their 
consulting editors to serve as a sort of built-
in reviewer pool, during initial journal 
meetings he and his co-editors decided they 
would also eliminate the need for revise and 
resubmit requests. “We tell the authors, we 
are not going to give developmental 
feedback. Our model is simply we are going

13



Sociological Science About page

to make a decision. Is this interesting? Is this novel? Does this have the potential to make a 
contribution to the field? And are there any obvious flaws? If [the submission] passes all of 
those tests we’ll publish it, or we’ll give a conditional acceptance where we’ll say there is one 
flaw here that you can fix,” Sørensen explained.

A driving factor behind Sociological Science’s no revise and resubmit policy is the journal’s 
mission to embrace errors of commission over errors of omission. “We think it’s wrong to 
believe the review process is good enough to essentially eliminate any errors of commission,” 
said Sørensen. “One of the costs of simply trying to eliminate any errors of commission is that 
you tend to crush things that are novel and controversial because people can’t agree about 
whether or not they are right.”

You can learn more about Sociological Science in this Scholastica blog post.

14

https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/the-open-access-stories-jesper-sorensen-editor-in-chief-of-sociological-science/


Like many academic journals, Criminology, 
Criminal Justice, Law & Society is made up 
of an entirely volunteer-based editorial 
board. As a result, the journal team is 
constantly having to juggle their editorial 
duties with their own research, peer review 
requests, and teaching careers. Early in 
CCJLS’s founding, the team decided to 
take steps to free up busy editors’ time to 
ensure their workloads stayed manageable 
and that all submissions were getting the 
attention they deserved.

Former CCJLS Co-Editor-in-Chief Henry 
Fradella said the first step they took was 
enlisting graduate students to help with 
initial manuscript screenings, serving as 
“co-managing editors.” The student editors, 
who are automatically alerted when new 
submissions come in via Scholastica’s peer 
review system, do all initial submissions 
screenings. “Then they reach out to one of 
our co-editors and make a 
recommendation,” Fradella explained.

When a co-editor receives a manuscript 
they are then able to do a quick cursory

Case Study:  

How CCJLS frees up 
editorial time for busy 
academic volunteers

read of the submission guided by notes from 
the student co-managing editors. From 
there, if the co-editor spots areas in need of 
work, Fradella said they often ask authors to 
revise and resubmit their manuscripts before 
sending them out for external review. “By the 
time a manuscript is going out for review, 
there’s already been a grad student, a co-
editor, and then two other co-editors doing a 
cursory read,” he said.

Fradella said having the help of graduate 
students is beneficial to all members of his 
journal team. “The students are able to get 
valuable peer review experience while, at 
the same time, substantially reducing the 
amount of time the journal’s co-editors have 
to spend dividing manuscripts among each 
other and doing initial read-throughs.”

In addition to having graduate students help 
with the manuscript screening process, 
Fradella said CCJLS’ editors have also been 
able to carve out more time for the journal 
over the years by requesting course 
releases from their universities. “That’s fairly 
common, and colleges are usually 
accommodating,” he said. Fradella said in 
the past lead editors have been able to get 
course releases for one fall and one spring 
semester class, freeing up more time for 
journal work. 
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4
Journal policies, 
procedures, and team 
alignment



Quick Tip: Bridge gaps 
between peer review and 

production

As you’re working to document your 
journal processes, don’t forget to 
overview the connection points 
between peer review and production. 

Here’s a breakdown of the different 
phases of production common to 
most journals and why every editor 
needs to know them.

At the core of an efficient peer review process 
is clear editorial policies and procedures. It’s 
important for journals to include high-level 
peer review policy information on their 
websites and to maintain more detailed 
internal policy and procedure documentation 
that editors can reference as needed keeping 
up with the latest disciplinary best practices.

Starting with your journal website, ensure that 
you have a clear peer review policy statement 
overviewing the guidelines and processes 
your journal follows. This should include an 
overview of your journal’s:

• Peer review type (e.g., single-blind, double-
blind, open review)

• High-level peer review steps and timeframe 
(including your revise and resubmit process)

• Publication ethics guidelines

From there, focus on developing more in-
depth internal journal policy and procedure 
documentation.

While documenting editorial processes in 
detail may seem like a lot of upfront work, 
particularly if you feel like your team is already 
well aligned, there are many time-saving 
benefits to doing so. Documenting your 
editorial processes will help bring to light 
current or potential workflow bottlenecks that

 need to be addressed. It will also create a 
point of truth for your team to reference as you 
update journal policies and procedures to 
meet new requirements. 

“You should always have a handbook for your 
editorial office with your journal policies and 
procedures,” said Mahar. “That handbook file 
should live somewhere it can stay forever, and 
it should be updated at least on an annual 
basis. I would suggest making a big document 
and creating subsections in it with processes 
and policies by [editorial] role.

The handbook is invaluable when onboarding 
new editors. I think it can also become a tome, 
so you need to try to keep it a ‘handbook light’ 
with highlights.”
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Develop clearly documented 
journal policies and 
procedures

https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/phases-academic-journal-production-why-every-editor-needs-to-know/


Know the hallmarks of 
effective editorial teams

What makes some editorial teams more 
organized and efficient than others? In her 
experience working with different journals at 
Origin Editorial throughout the years, Jennifer 
Mahar says she’s come to find that there are 
certain hallmarks that set apart the best teams 
from the rest, mainly:

• Clear editorial roles: Every member of the 
journal team should have defined 
responsibilities based on their role.

• Strong communication channels: Editors 
should be able to easily communicate what 
they’re working on, handoff manuscripts, 
and get answers to questions as needed.

• A foundation of trust: There must be trust 
among team members, particularly from the 
editor in chief, so that designated processes 
can flow smoothly without check-in delays.
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Journals should ensure they’re keeping up with 
ethical best practices by following the core 
policies outlined by the Committee on 
Publication Ethics (COPE), which has many 
resources editorial teams can link out to in their 
handbooks, including flowcharts with steps 
editors can follow in the event that they suspect 
a common ethical concern, such as duplicate 
publication or changes in authorship. 

Additionally, journals should adhere to ethical 
policies and editorial norms within their 
discipline. For example, medical journals 
should follow the recommendations outlined by 
the International Committee of Medical Journal 
Editors (ICMJE). Other organizations with 
standards and best practices for upholding 
publication integrity include the Council of 
Science Editors (CSE), the European 
Association of Science Editors (EASE), and 
CrossRef.

Keep in mind that your editorial processes and 
documentation may have to evolve rapidly at 
times to keep up with changes such as new 
publishing norms or funder criteria. For 
example, some funder mandates like Plan S 
contain specific metadata requirements. It’s 
vital to not only verbally communicate these 
kinds of updates but also document them, with

links to supplemental guides as needed, so 
editors can find the latest information fast.

https://hubs.ly/H0qTFWJ0
https://publicationethics.org/
https://publicationethics.org/
http://www.icmje.org/
http://www.icmje.org/
http://www.icmje.org/
https://www.councilscienceeditors.org/
https://www.councilscienceeditors.org/
https://ease.org.uk/
https://ease.org.uk/
https://ease.org.uk/
https://www.crossref.org/
https://www.coalition-s.org/


Of all the hallmarks described, Mahar said trust is really the key, and it should stem 
from the most senior editors.

“One of the things that I think Origin Editorial prides itself in is that we onboard folks 
that understand what it’s like to work with an editor-in-chief — we know that editors 
have pulls on their time and that what they are doing for the journal is probably only a 
part of their overall responsibilities, so they really can’t start walking too far into the 
weeds trying to manage on a manuscript-by-manuscript basis. The editor-in-chief 
needs to trust the journal process and that their team knows what they’re doing. In the 
same way, each of the team members need to trust each other to play their parts.”

 In order to build a foundation of trust among team members, Mahar says journals 
should have established processes for onboarding and training new members — 
again, this is where having clear policy and procedure documentation is key so that 
editors always know what they’re supposed to be doing and where to go if they need 
help. “Train them and show them exactly what they are supposed to be doing and then 
trust the process and each individual,” said Mahar.

Harkening back to her first years as a managing editor for SubStance, Anita Harris said 
having a clearly defined role and communication channels helped her to find her 
confidence and trust her journal process. “It can be hard when you’re starting out 
because you don’t want to step on people’s toes, but you also don’t want to ignore 
things that need to be addressed. I think I’ve gotten better at asking for things and 
setting expectations, and I think having clear processes, like ways to send reminders 
for example, is so helpful with that,” she said.
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5
Building up quality 
submissions and 
publication reputation



In addition to workflow optimization, all journal 
teams should be focused on getting more 
quality submissions. Early-stage journals 
must, of course, work to develop their reach 
and reputation to bring in quality papers. And 
even longstanding journals that have 
traditionally experienced natural growth must 
continually take steps to solicit top-quality 
research to stay competitive. What can your 
team do to increase the number of quality 
submissions your journal receives? Below are 
some steps you can take.

Prioritize journal promotion and seek 
contributions from top scholars:

Of course, to attract more quality submissions 
to any journal, you have to regularly promote 
it. At the highest level, be sure that your 
editorial team is actively fostering 
conversations about your journal with fellow

Take steps to attract 
more quality submissions

academics in person and online — use the 
power of word of mouth to your advantage. 
From there, online promotion will likely be 
your best bet in terms of affordability and 
reach. Some top options include:

• Posting calls for papers and new article 
highlights from social media profiles

• Building an email list to send journal 
updates to authors’ and readers’ inboxes

Quick Tip: Use 
publishing analytics to 

improve promotion

21

There’s no better way to make 
informed promotion decisions 
than basing them off of publication 
data, which can be gathered from 
readers’ interactions with online 
content. We cover how to use 
analytics to improve journal 
promotion here.

https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/publishing-analytics-improve-journal-promotion/


• Starting a publication blog to post journal announcements and author highlights (you 
can even solicit guest blogs from authors!)

Over time, you can use publishing analytics to identify which online channels are 
working best for your journal. For example, if you find that Twitter is a top referral source, 
then you know that promotion channel is serving you well. On the other hand, if you’re 
regularly posting journal updates on Facebook and you find that Facebook only 
accounts for a tiny portion of your website referrals, you might want to rethink using that 
social media outlet and try focusing on another instead.

Another great way to build your journal’s reputation and consequently attract more top 
submissions is directly soliciting contributions from notable scholars in the field. Early-
stage journals that may have a hard time competing with established titles for original 
research can do this by seeking short pieces like editorials from leading scholars. In this 
situation, special issues can come in handy. Publishing special issues can offer a natural 
opportunity to solicit contributions pertaining to specific subject matters. We cover more 
on special issues below.

Leverage your editorial board:

Whether your journal was recently launched or it’s been around for years, one of the 
best steps you can take to raise its profile and attract more quality submissions is to 
invite prominent scholars to serve as editors. If you’re still building out your core editorial 
board, you should work to bring on well-known scholars in the field. For journals that 
already have an established editorial board but want to foster additional scholarly 
affiliations, a great way to engage with leading academics is to seek a pool of consulting 
editors that you can call upon to do a certain number of manuscript reviews per month or 
year, like Sociological Science. You can also encourage submissions from your 
consulting editorial board members.

Another way journals can broaden their scholarly influence to attract more quality 
submissions is by inviting notable academics to serve as guest editors for special issues 
on particular topics of interest in the field. Anita Harris, Managing Editor of SubStance, 
said publishing special issues has been a great way for SubStance to grow its 
submission volume. “Running special issues is something we realized we’re sort of 
dependent on at certain times if we’re experiencing a lull in submissions because it does 
ebb and flow,” said Harris. “Cultivating special issues has really helped with that, and 
through them we attract new authors that we might solicit additional articles from.”
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Focus on author satisfaction:

Finally, one of the best things your journal can 
do to attract more submissions is 
continuously working to improve your author 
experience. In addition to working to 
streamline your peer review process, be sure 
to assess all aspects of your submission 
experience from the author’s point of view, 
including making sure that:

• Your peer-review system offers an intuitive 
user experience for authors with easy 
access to user support

• You’re sending valuable peer review 
feedback, and limiting revise and resubmit 
rounds

• Any article processing charges your journal 
has are reasonable for scholars in your 
discipline (if funding open access articles 
via APCs)

In addition to making your submission and 
peer review process as painless as possible, 
your journal can provide added value to 
authors by helping them promote their 
published articles. For example, you might 
post new article highlights on your social 
media channels and also provide authors with 
publishing data like article pageviews and 
download counts to help them gauge how 
many readers they’re reaching.

If authors like working with your journal and 
feel that it’s worth their while, they’ll be more 
likely to submit again and encourage others 
to do the same.
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6
Make strategic 
planning a part of your 
journal processes



Consulting, has worked with various journal 
programs to help them improve their 
processes from the editorial level up to 
strategic planning. She said all journal 
programs, regardless of size, should aim to 
have annual strategic planning meetings 
with their publishing organization leaders.

“I think it’s important for any publication 
regardless of size, maybe even more so for 
smaller organizations because resources 
are limited. How will one ensure that they’re 
using their resources towards the most 
appropriate goals?” said Compton. “For 
example, smaller societies can use strategic 
planning as an opportunity to look at 
evidence to understand what their 
membership wants, what their author base 
wants, and what their readership wants. 
From there they can figure out ‘here’s where 
we are today’ and decide ‘here’s where we 
need to go next.’”

Compton said these strategic planning 
meetings should include publishing 
organization and editorial stakeholders, to 
bring different perspectives to the table. 
“Who’s involved in these meetings is journal- 
and organization-dependent, but typically 
they involve your editor-in-chief (and that 
editor may have deputy or associate editors 
that he or she wishes to involve), 
representatives from your journal or 
publications committee (if your organization 
has one — certainly a big share of that 
committee is society leadership), your 
publisher (if you have a publishing partner), 
your executive and managing editors, 
publications director, marketing director, and 
other key staff or leadership who have real
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Hold journal strategic 
planning meetings 
with stakeholders 

Operating academic journals entails 
publication planning on multiple levels. In 
addition to more tactical editorial planning, 
it’s important for journal managers and 
editors to consider where their journals fit 
into their wider publishing program. Journal 
program leaders need to ask — how are 
our publications supporting broader 
organizational goals now, and how should 
they in the future? Determining the 
answers to these types of questions is 
where strategic planning comes into play.

Dana Compton, Editorial Director for the 
American Society of Civil Engineers and 
former Senior Consulting Associate at KWF

https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/why-you-should-have-academic-journal-strategic-planning/?utm_campaign=Tales%20from%20the%20trenches%202nd%20edition&utm_source=tales-from-trenches-ebook&utm_medium=referral


Focus on broader organizational goals

When setting strategic goals, remember to focus on furthering the aims of your publishing 
program without going into “in-the-weeds” journal workflow audit mode. Strategic planning 
can touch on the internal workings of publications but should always be centered on reaching 
broader program objectives rather than refining individual journal processes — save that for 
operational audits. Broader strategic objectives might include finding ways to expand content 
reach among relevant audiences or to make your journal program more sustainable.

Anita Harris said sustainability is something that the SubStance team has been focused on at 
annual meetings. As part of that, they’ve considered the possibility of moving fully online. In 
these conversations, Harris has been able to share article usage stats and input on author 
and reader expectations. “That’s what a good meeting is for, to give all stakeholders a chance 
to contribute to the conversation,” she said. “Right now the libraries will subscribe to our 
journal, for instance, but there’s a smaller and smaller base that’s actually getting the print 
version. In terms of researchers who use our articles, they’re mostly downloaded from our 
publisher Johns Hopkins University Press. But we also know that some authors still value 
print. So there are different considerations to think about.”

Editorial teams can support their publishing organization in strategic planning meetings by not 
only suggesting opportunities to improve or expand existing journal activities but also 
suggesting ways that journals can support other aspects of the organization. For example, 
Compton said editorial teams can provide insights around additional products that could be 
developed from journal content. “Something we’ve talked about at ASCE is ways we can 
translate journal content for practitioner audiences, to think outside of the academic market, 
particularly as universities and libraries are up against many budgetary constraints,” she said.
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insights into where the publication should be going,” she said. “It’s important to involve 
everyone who will be working towards the plan so that they understand the goals and have a 
stake in the decision-making process.” Among key development areas Compton recommends 
journals focus on are author and reviewer satisfaction, OA and open data policies, and the 
current and future role of journals in organizational business development.

In the fast-changing publishing landscape, Compton said linking journal and organizational 
strategic planning is becoming more important than ever. “Changes in OA policies, funder 
mandates, and open data requirements, for example, are all things that organizations need to 
be thinking about in terms of how it will impact their journal programs, and that editorial teams 
need to be thinking about in terms of how it will impact their workflows,” she said.
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“Everyone should be asking, “what are other 
outlets for this content?” It doesn’t mean you 
have to be producing completely different 
content. It could mean translating what you 
have in a different way.”

Journals published by societies can also look 
for ways to support membership growth and 
member programs, such as continuing 
education. “I think an editorial team that kind 
of supersedes individual divisions is one way 
to approach that, to have representatives from 
different sides of the society at the table 
talking about shared topic areas and new 
content and promotion opportunities,” said 
Compton. “At ASCE, one of the things we’ve 
talked about is having common taxonomy 
across the organization, which can help make 
it easier to integrate content digitally.”

Decide next steps and set 
metrics for success

time to start identifying actionable next steps. 
“Understanding the current situation is a crucial 
first step. Then you can have a discussion 
about vision, short- and long-term goals, and 
where your strengths lie vs. where 
improvement can be made,” said Compton. “I 
think for journals, a good way to drill down can 
be to look at each of the functional areas (i.e., 
editorial, production, and technology) and 
define 3-5 goals.” Each goal should, of course, 
have associated stakeholders and action steps 
to ensure followthrough.

Compton added that it’s important to have 
metrics for each goal, even if that means 
making an educated guess for a new initiative. 
“I think, in any strategic planning, defining 
upfront what metrics you’re going to look at to 
decide whether you’ve been successful or not 
is so important. I think that can be a little harder 
if you’re trying something new with publications 
because you don’t have past data to build off 
of. But having some sort of mechanism to 
determine if something looks to be working is 
important,” she said. “For example, maybe 
you’ve decided to produce a new kind of 
content. In that case, you’re probably going to 
want to look about three months down the road 
to see what sort of readership it’s gotten and

Once you’ve discussed journal program 
challenges and opportunities in relation to 
your publishing organization’s mission, it’s



Stay agile and look for new opportunities

As you make strategic plans for your journal program, remember to always keep agility 
in mind. Compton said, in any new initiative, it’s important to start small, to avoid 
getting overwhelmed early on, and so you have an opportunity to gauge how effective 
the new project or approach is before diving in all the way. 

“If you’re trying an experimental thing, you’ll probably want to focus on setting some 
sort of low bars for success early on, to help decide whether to really invest in that 
project. I think starting small and allowing yourself to course-correct along the way, or 
even bail out if something isn’t working before you’ve wasted more resources, is the 
main thing with any new initiative.” 

Compton added that it’s important to enter any strategic planning discussion with a 
shared understanding among stakeholders that the goals you set may have to shift 
based on changes in your journal discipline or the wider publishing landscape. “I still 
think that at the high level of looking at where we are, Point A, and where we want to 
be, Point B, how we approach strategic planning is going to stay the same for the most 
part. The thing to keep in mind now is that external opportunities and threats may 
change swiftly,” said Compton. “Your current situation may look very different than you 
thought it would perhaps two or three months prior. So I think looking at your overall 
strategy and factoring in ways to stay flexible and agile to respond to changing factors 
is the main thing. You may want to assess progress against your plan more often — 
while the high-level goals may stay largely the same, some adjustments might be 
needed to keep milestones attainable.”
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whether it’s reaching the intended audiences. If you’re going out for practitioners and 
finding that the content isn’t being consumed by that group, then that may be telling 
you something about its value in the market you’re targeting.”

Once you’ve set your goals and metrics, remember to regularly assess your progress 
as you go, rather than waiting till the next meeting. “You want to continually assess 
how you are doing against the plan, perhaps by looking at your financials or your 
publication statistics month-by-month or quarter-by-quarter, and identifying available 
resources and where to put them,” said Compton.

https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/strategic-planning-uncertain-times/?utm_campaign=Tales%20from%20the%20trenches%202nd%20edition&utm_source=tales-from-trenches-ebook&utm_medium=referral
https://blog.scholasticahq.com/post/strategic-planning-uncertain-times/?utm_campaign=Tales%20from%20the%20trenches%202nd%20edition&utm_source=tales-from-trenches-ebook&utm_medium=referral


Are you ready to look for new ways to 
streamline your editorial processes and 
develop your journal program to support the 
goals of your wider organization?

There’s no time like the present to take the next 
steps. Remember to work your way from peer 
review and editorial team optimizations up to 
strategic journal planning and to find ways to 
use process improvements to free up time for 
your team to work on broader goals. From new 
research norms to funder policies to publishing 
requirements and expectations, there is a 
lot for journal teams to keep up with. But, with 
solid academic journal management plans and 
processes in place, you can start to get a step 
ahead and seize new opportunities.

We hope this guide has given you some 
valuable suggestions to get started and 
sparked some new ideas that you can bring to 
your team as well!

As you find new ways to improve your peer 
review processes and further your publication 
strategy, we encourage you to share your 
thoughts and questions with us on social 
media! You can find us on Twitter at 
@scholasticahq and on Facebook here.

Putting it all 
together
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services for every aspect of publishing academic journals — from peer 
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