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The impact factor and I: A love-hate 
relationship 
 
The month of June is always awaited 
with feverishness by editors of scien-
tific journals. It corresponds to the 
release of the new impact factors by 
the mass media and the information 
firm Thomson Reuters Corporation. 
Over the past 20 years, the impact fac-
tor has radically changed the way most 
journals are perceived by the scientific 
community. Editors become ecstatic 
when their journal has gained a few 
tens of a point and passably depressed 
when a small anticipated decline in the 
impact factor is confirmed. One could 
legitimately ask if this is reasonable 
and whether science is really benefiting 
from bibliometric indices.  

Indeed, a couple of years ago, 
a quite recent journal in pharmaceutical 
sciences received an unexpectedly high 
impact factor, exceeding 11. At that 
time, I remember being quite skeptical 
about this value as the previous year it 
was barely above 3 and, to the best of 
my knowledge, I could not recall any 
outstanding and highly cited article 
from this journal that could have made 
its impact factor skyrocket. I contacted 
the editorial office to enquire whether 
this was a mistake or if this first-rate 
impact factor was real, but my query 
remained a dead letter. Surprisingly, 
after several weeks, the publisher 
issued a widely distributed flyer adver-
tising the journal and its new incredi-
bly high impact factor, to the great 
enthusiasm of our community. A few 
months later, in extreme confidential-
ity, the impact factor was corrected and 
brought down to a value closer to 4. 
Apparently, while calculating the im-
pact factor, citations coming from arti-
cles published in another periodical 
had been erroneously attributed to this 
journal. The editor-in-chief was proba-
bly aware of this mistake from the 

beginning (most publishers calculate 
their own impact factors) but preferred 
not to immediately reveal it in order to 
benefit from a fugacious notoriety 
which could, during a short time, have 
attracted major contributions from re-
puted scientists.  
 

 
 
Why am I sharing this anecdote? Ini-
tially, the impact factor was proposed 
as a tool for librarians to help them de-
cide whether they should subscribe to a 
journal or not. After all, if a journal 
was rarely cited, it probably meant that 
it was not consulted very often. Today 
the impact factor is viewed as an indi-
cator of the quality and relevance of 
the research. Authors want to publish 
in high-impact journals because their 
career (promotion, funding, notoriety, 
awards) will benefit from it, and pub-
lishers want their editors to make all 
possible efforts to increase the impact 
factor because it will augment the 
revenues generated by the journal. Edi-

tors are indeed magicians; they use all 
sorts of tricks to dope the impact 
factor. 

As both an academic and 
associate editor, I have been playing 
this game for a number of years, but 
my belief is that this massive introduc- 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
tion of metrics in science is starting to 
harm the community. When the incen-
tive to publish in a high-impact journal 
is too strong, publishing scientific find-
ings is no longer a mean to disseminate 
and share discoveries, but becomes an 
objective in itself. The science reported 
in high-impact journals is generally 
claimed to be more attractive and perti-
nent than it actually is, and the repro-
ducibility of the findings may turn out 
to be a secondary issue. This overall 
hysteria around the impact factor also 
bears a societal cost. It is nowadays 
frequent for scientists to have their 
papers rejected from prestigious jour-
nals multiple times before they are
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finally sent out for peer review. Once 
they receive the assessment of their 
cherished work, authors are usually 
asked to conduct a series of additional 
(and often unnecessary) experiments 
that do not change the conclusion of 
the article but make it appear “stuffed” 
enough to suit the journal’s reputation. 
How much time and financial re-
sources are wasted in this process? I do 
not know, but if it could be measured 
by a frustration index, I am convinced 
that it would be steadily growing.  

The impact factor is not the 
only metric index that has infiltrated 
academics’ daily life. Similarly, the h-
index and total citation number are 
tools regularly used to assess the per-
formance of researchers. These sprawl-
ing metrics are also giving birth to 
newer bibliometric mutants, and this is 
not even the end of it. As an ETH pro-
fessor, I have the privilege to work in 
an institution that places the emphasis 
on the quality of the science rather than 
on numbers. Quality is difficult to 
measure, it requires time, discernment 
and a hint of vision, but isn’t that what 
science is about? ... until the return of 
June. 
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