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Letter to editor

Journal Impact Factor:
Its Use, Significance and
Limitations

Dear Editor,

The impact factor (IF) is frequently used as an indicator
of the importance of a journal to its field. It was first
introduced by Eugene Garfield, the founder of the
Institute for Scientific Information.!! Although IF is
widely used by institutions and clinicians, people have
widespread misconception regarding the method for
calculating the journal IF, its significance and how it can
be utilized. The IF of a journal is not associated to the
factors like quality of peer review process and quality
of content of the journal, but is a measure that reflects
the average number of citations to articles published
in journals, books, thesis, project reports, newspapers,
conference/seminar proceedings, documents published
ininternet, notes, and any other approved documents (by
Indian Council of Medical Research or similar body).?

Impact factor is commonly used to evaluate the relative
importance of a journal within its field and to measure the
frequency with which the “average article” in a journal
has been cited in a particular time period. Journal which
publishes more review articles will get highest IFs. Journals
with higher IFs believed to be more important than those
with lower ones.?! According to Eugene Garfield “impact
simply reflects the ability of the journals and editors to
attract the best paper available.”® Journal which publishes
more review articles will get maximum IFs.

Impact factor can be calculated after completing the
minimum of 3 years of publication; for that reason journal
IF cannot be calculated for new journals. The journal with
the highest IF is the one that published the most commonly
cited articles over a 2-year period. The IF applies only to
journals, not to individual articles or individual scientists
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unlike the “H-index.” The relative number of citations an
individual article receives is better evaluated as “citation
impact.” In a given year, the IF of a journal is the average
number of citations received per article published in that
journal during the 2 preceding years. IFs are calculated each
year by Thomson scientific for those journals that it indexes,
and are published in Journal Citation Reports (http:/ /www.
thomsonreuters.com/ products_services/science/science_
products/a-z/journal_citation_reports/). For example, if
a journal has an IF of 3 in 2008, then its papers published
in 2006 and 2007 received three citations each on average
in 2008. The 2008 IFs are actually published in 2009; they
cannot be calculated until all of the 2008 publications have
been processed by the indexing agency (Thomson Reuters).
The IF for the biomedical journals may range up to 5-8%.F!
The IF of any journal may be calculated by the formula;

2012 impact factor=A /B

Where A is the number of times articles published in
2010 and 2011 were cited by indexed journals during
2012. B is the total number of citable items like articles
and reviews published by that journal in 2010 and 2011.

The calculation of IF for the journal where in a person has
published articles is a contentious issue. Nevertheless,
this have been already warned; “misuse in evaluating
individuals” because there is “a wide variation from
article to article within a single journal” therefore, “In
an ideal world, evaluators would read each article and
make personal judgments,” said by Eugene Garfield.™
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