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The Publishing Audit: An 
Overview 
 
The term “audit” does not bring to mind 
pleasant images for most of us. An audit is 
often understood to mean a tax audit by the 
Internal Revenue Service. And tax audits by the 
Internal Revenue Service usually involve 
wasted time, headaches, and a significant 
increase in your tax bill.    
 
The audit’s poor reputation may be well 
deserved, but it is also a matter of perspective. 
For the federal government, of course, audits 
help retrieve billions of dollars in lost revenue. 
Investors also value audits because they help 
ensure that company financial statements are 
accurate. Audits, in fact, can be an 
indispensable tool for identifying errors and 
inefficiencies in many types of business 
situations. Scholarly publishers too can 
leverage audit techniques to streamline their 
processes, increase quality, and add value to 
readers and to the organization. 

What is a Publishing Audit? 
A publishing audit, simply defined, is an 
examination and review of key operational data 
to optimize a publication’s performance and 
assure compliance with the publisher’s mission. 
Its elements are organized by function—
editorial, marketing, production, and so on—
and can be employed selectively to identify 
trouble spots in any given operational area. 
Alternately, the audit can be conducted in full 
to provide a comprehensive assessment of a 
publication’s overall health, key trends, and 
areas requiring attention.  
 
The publishing audit is an extremely versatile 
and robust set of analysis tools. In both small 
and large publications, in disciplines ranging 
from basic science to clinical medicine and 
beyond, the publishing audit has proven to be 
an indispensable aid to many organizations.  
In any capable manager’s hands, a publishing 
audit can provide powerful new insight into 

how a journal is performing and how that 
performance can be improved.  

Why Should You Conduct a 
Publishing Audit (and When)? 
Advances in publishing technology take place 
every year, as do changes in the discipline or 
profession covered by a journal. Subjects and 
specialties may come in and out of vogue, and 
educational requirements for readers may 
change. These developments can create 
opportunities to increase a publication’s reach 
and influence. Conversely, new developments 
also provide openings for rivals or new 
publications to steal market share by filling 
neglected information niches.  
 
Experience suggests that while publishers are 
generally aware of important industry 
developments as they take place, they often do 
not appreciate the full extent of the change that 
is underway until it begins to impact their 
business. Incremental shifts are easy to gloss 
over when one is focused on the daily tasks of 
running a journal. The cumulative impact of 
these changes over time, however, can be 
significant, resulting in diminished relevance 
and reduced financial return for a publication. 
   
A publishing audit is an examination 
and review of key operational data to 
optimize a publication’s performance 
and assure compliance with the 
publisher’s mission. 
 
The publishing audit allows managers to step 
back from the day-to-day and assess these 
developments more carefully. This effort is 
almost always well rewarded, as it invariably 
yields information that has a direct positive 
effect on one or more aspects of a journal’s 
operations.  
 
Many audits are commissioned when trends are 
moving in a negative direction and corrective 
action is needed to remain competitive. 
Typically, several years of decline have begun 
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to impact the bottom line, triggering alarm bells 
throughout the organization and an urgent push 
for change. A sustained downturn certainly 
signals the need to investigate what is 
happening and attempt to make adjustments. 
However, in order to maintain a strong and 
growing publication over the long term, 
managers need to be proactive as well as 
reactive. They need to have what Tom Peters, 
the acclaimed management consultant and 
author, calls a “bias for action.”1  
 
Having a bias for action means doing more 
than maintaining the status quo and waiting for 
competitors to erode your market position. It 
means regularly surveying the business 
landscape to identify problems and address 
threats before they have a chance to become 
established. Conducting a regular annual 
publishing audit can be an exceptionally useful 
tool for staying on top of important trends and 
ahead of the competition. 
 
Audit Tools 
A typical audit draws upon a combination of 
data and reports, as well as subjective 
information gleaned from interviews and other 

sources. The information reviewed varies 
depending upon the functional area being 
examined; generally, these sources can be 
classified as either internal or external in origin, 
and can be grouped within the following 
categories.  

Internal Data Sources  
Benchmark Statistics 
Comparing current results against historical 
patterns is probably the most efficient way to 
mark the key trendlines that reflect journal 
performance. All journal managers track 
statistics such as circulation and subscription 
income. But managers should also measure and 
track the activities in each functional area that 
contribute to these broad indicators of success.  
 
Conducting a regular annual publishing 
audit can be an exceptionally useful 
tool for staying on top of important 
trends and ahead of the competition. 
 
 
For example, the circulation report may show 
successive year-over-year declines, indicating a 
fundamental problem that may threaten the 
journal’s sustainability. A circulation report in 
and of itself, however, provides only limited 
insight into where the problem lies and how it 
should be addressed. To appropriately stem the 
decline, managers need more data about factors 
that contribute to (or detract from) circulation 
growth: editorial submissions and quality, 
marketing response, production speed, etc. 
With more detailed information from the 
editorial department, for example, a manager 
might discover that submissions of highly cited 
papers have declined precipitously since a new 
editor was brought on board. Or, marketing 
data may show that the downturn coincides 
with a new renewal series whose response rate 
has underperformed the historical average. Yet 
another possibility is that subscribers are 
abandoning the print issue in favor of accessing 
the journal online through their institutions—a 
trend that would be reflected in declining print 

Publishing Audit: Benefits in Brief 
 
Adapt to a changing environment 
 Keep up with new publishing trends 

and technology 
 Respond to changes in discipline 
 Meet evolving readership and industry 

needs 
 
Counter competitive threats and develop 
new products 
 Monitor and respond to new and 

existing competitors 
 Capitalize on new market opportunities

 
Support society/publication mission 
 Educate members and non-members 
 Return more revenue to fund society 

programs 
 Expand influence of publications 
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subscriptions and an up-tick in online usage 
statistics. Typically, a circulation decline 
results from combination of factors that span 
several different functional areas. Without 
access to the right information, managers will 
have a difficult time developing an action plan 
that precisely targets the deficiencies.   

Interviews and Surveys 
Analysis of hard data can be complemented 
with the personal perspectives of journal staff. 
More often than not, staff members are aware 
of the key challenges and threats that their 
journals face and have many excellent ideas for 
how to address them. In addition, feedback 
from staff members can help elucidate “people” 
problems—leadership issues, frayed 
relationships, low morale—that can impact 
performance but are only hinted at in numeric 
reports. Many factors can hinder publisher staff 
from voicing their ideas and concerns to 
management, from lack of confidence in their 
own judgment, to institutional communications 
obstacles. By formalizing the feedback 
collection process through the publishing audit, 
this valuable information can come to the fore 
and provide a basis for positive action.  
Many organizations guarantee anonymity to 
survey participants in order to improve their 

ability to obtain candid feedback. Such surveys 
can be conducted internally, often with the 
assistance of human resources personnel. There 
are also numerous consultants who specialize 
in this area and can help with survey conduct 
and tabulation.  
 
Analysis of hard data can be 
complemented with the personal 
perspectives of journal staff. More often 
than not, staff members are aware of 
the key challenges and threats that their 
journals face and have many excellent 
ideas for how to address them. 
 
Employee survey specialists advise that 
employee surveys are only effective when 
participants receive feedback on their answers 
and when those answers demonstrably affect 
company policy. So, the survey questions 
should address actionable issues, and there 
should be a plan in place to implement change 
based on the responses. A checklist of items to 
consider before conducting an employee survey 
is presented in the box (left).  
 

External Data Sources 

Tracking Competitors 
The most effective method for obtaining 
actionable information about the external 
market situation is to examine competitors. 
Many journal managers feel that they already 
“know” the competition and have nothing to 
gain from collecting and organizing this 
information. Experience suggests that, on the 
contrary, formally assessing the competition on 
a regular basis almost always produces new and 
valuable intelligence.   
 
A formal evaluation often turns up new 
competitors that have either recently launched 
or whose presence has not yet registered. 
Another advantage of this approach is that it 
facilitates analysis and comparison of key 

Employee Survey Checklist2 

 
Before conducting an employee survey, 
publishers should confirm that: 
 
 Top management is committed to the 

survey and will act on feedback 
received 
 Staff is involved in the development 

of the survey content; 
 The survey responses will be kept 

anonymous 
 The survey has been tested prior to 

rollout 
 Results, good and bad, are to be 

shared with staff when results are 
tabulated 
 An action plan is ready to be 

implemented in response to survey 
results 
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metrics across the publications—from 
subscription rates, to page counts, to editorial 
focus and impact factor. Sometimes simply 
arranging this data side-by-side in a chart can 
expose stark differences between your 
publication and competitors. Other times this 
exercise can uncover subtle relationships and 
interactions that were previously unrecognized.  
 
A good place to start the competitor evaluation 
is to identify the top 10 rivals in that market 
based on circulation and impact factor ranking. 
(Impact factor is a measure of editorial strength 
and influence for academic journals. It is 
discussed in greater detail below in the 
Editorial section on page 6.)  
 
In many instances, the only way to 
ascertain the cause of changing 
performance results is to stay in regular 
close contact with subscribers and 
other key constituencies. 
 
To make sure that no up-and-coming titles are 
missed, it can also be worthwhile to scan and 
search databases such as Ulrich’s Periodical 
Directory (available at many libraries or by 
subscription), the National Library of 
Medicine’s PubMed database, and the free 
online site MedBioWorld.com (for science and 
medical titles). Print issues and websites of 
these titles are then reviewed to summarize key 
data.  
 
A sample competitive chart entry, which 
provides overview data for several critical 
comparison areas, is presented on page 5. 
Depending upon the specialty area of the 
journal and/or the focus of the audit, more 
detailed information about electronic features, 
advertising, or other elements may be collected 
and summarized.  

Interviews and Surveys 
As useful as it is to poll publishing staff about 
their work environment and ideas for 
improvement, it is perhaps more important to 

survey readers, authors, advertisers, and other 
outsiders about journal performance. 
Successful managers are constantly gathering 
information and feedback from all customer 
groups from whatever sources are available to 
them. This can range from informal discussions 
with readers at meeting exhibits, to soliciting 
editorial board feedback, to readership surveys 
and focus groups. In many instances, the only 
way to ascertain the cause of changing 
performance results is to stay in regular close 
contact with subscribers and other key 
constituencies.  

Consultative Services 
There are situations where an outside 
perspective can be helpful during the audit 
process. Consultants usually cannot match the 
depth of knowledge that a journal manager 
possesses regarding his or her publication and 
market; however, journal managers sometimes 
are burdened by institutional biases and 
pressures that may prevent them from 
conducting an objective analysis.  
 
Coming from the outside, consultants can 
sometimes clearly see trends and problems that 
may be very difficult for journal staff to 
discern. In addition, consultant feedback can 
help make the case for changes that journal 
managers have been championing, but which 
top management has not yet embraced.  
 
Finally, from a time and manpower 
perspective, it may be preferable to have a 
consultant help with the surveying, data 
preparation, and other elements that go into a 
publishing audit.  
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Conducting an Audit 
Editorial  

Evaluation Benchmarks 
To deliver a strong editorial performance, 
scholarly journals must provide both readers 
and authors with a high level of service. Readers 
typically want the best papers delivered to them 
as quickly and conveniently as possible. To 
provide these high-quality papers, publishers 
must attract and retain the authors who write 
them.  
 
While the elements of a strong editorial 
performance are easy enough to comprehend, 
quantifying success in this area can be difficult. 
After all, everyone has an opinion about what 
kinds of articles are interesting and important to 
publish. Since most publishers are not academic 
scholars, they may not have the expertise to 
distinguish high-quality papers from those that 
are merely “run of the mill.” 
 
To prevent an editorial assessment from 
degenerating into a purely subjective evaluation, 
it is essential to focus on measurable indicators. 
These include the journal’s current trends and 
ranking in the discipline for circulation, 
readership, and advertising (if applicable). 
Measurable success indicators also include 
trends and field ranking for manuscript 
submissions, speed of review/time to decision, 
and impact factor.  
 
Most of these statistics are readily available for 
typical publishers, but some data have to be 
specifically collected or purchased. In 
disciplines with significant advertising, research 
firms may conduct annual readership surveys 
and sell these data. In many fields, however, 
publishers will need to conduct their own 
readership studies or hire a firm to do so.   
 
Impact factor, a measure of how frequently the 
average article is cited in a journal, is viewed as 
the “gold standard” for editorial evaluation in 
many fields. It is true that this statistic can have 

Auditing Your Impact Factor 
 
Many editors and publishers reject the notion 
that impact factor (IF) rankings should play a 
large role in their editorial decision-making. 
But some say that the statistic is an important 
consideration for attracting better quality 
submissions, marketing their publications, 
and carrying out their journal’s missions. 
There is no one-size-fits-all method for 
auditing a journal’s IF, but experience and 
research suggest several strategies that may 
be effective.  
 
Simplified slightly, the IF for a given journal 
is essentially the number of citations it 
receives divided by the number of citable 
articles the journal publishes.3 So, to make the 
quotient of this equation larger (i.e. to 
increase the IF), a journal may wish to 
consider reducing the denominator (the total 
number of articles published), raising the 
numerator (total number of citations), or both. 
 
One way to accomplish this is to lower the 
manuscript acceptance rate and reduce the 
journal’s annual page budget. The number of 
articles published each year will decline, but 
the number of citations should remain high 
because the acceptance criteria will be tighter, 
which generally yields better quality of 
papers published. 
 
Publishing more review articles is another 
approach that may be considered. In general, 
reviews tend to attract more citations than 
original research articles because they 
summarize a larger body of research and can 
be used to support a wider range of assertions 
compared to the average original study.  
 
An additional strategy is to review the citation 
statistics for articles on various topics. For 
topics that have a disproportionately high 
number of citations, a journal may consider 
greater coverage of these areas to generate 
more highly cited papers.    
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an inordinate amount of influence over a 
journal’s fortunes. Top authors want to publish 
in the journals that have the most reach and 
influence, and often they look at impact factors 
to determine where they will submit their 
papers. So, a rising impact factor is not merely 
indicative of improved editorial quality—it is 
also a kind of marketing tool to attract even 
better authors and submissions.  
 
It is important to recognize that citations are not 
the only important measure of editorial quality, 
and that the journal with the highest impact 
factor is not necessarily the most widely read 
journal in a field. Moreover, the steps necessary 
to boost impact factor can sometimes impact 
adversely on other aspects of a publication’s 
mission. A more detailed discussion of the 
impact factor, and how potentially to raise your 
publication’s ranking, is included in the sidebar 
on page 6.  

Editorial Direction 
After examination of key general benchmarks, 
the next step is to look at the elements 
contributing to editorial efficiency and quality, 
including the editor, editorial board, author 
support, and journal features and content mix.  
 
Editorial success is determined in large part by 
the performance of the editor. And there are 
many ways publishers can evaluate an editor’s 
effectiveness. Some key measures are number 
of manuscript submissions and acceptance rate, 
time to publication and manuscript backlog, 
quality of peer review, adherence to editorial 
and page budget, and use of and interaction with 
the editorial board. Few publishers have formal 
performance requirements for their editors. 
However, making note of these measures during 
the hiring process and requesting an editorial 
development plan that addresses these concerns 
can focus attention and help establish 
expectations for achievement in these areas.  
 
Professional and personal relationships are 
difficult to quantify, but they can play a 
significant role in determining the quality of an 

editor’s performance. For example, certain 
institutions are known for their strength in 
specific academic fields. Recruiting papers from 
such institutions is obviously much easier if the 
journal editor is on the faculty. The editor’s 
personal charisma and prestige can also be 
important for recruitment of an active editorial 
board that positively impacts on submissions. 
 
Another consideration in auditing editorial 
direction is the location and setup of the journal 
editorial office. Is the managing editor located 
at the editor-in-chief’s institution, or does the 
day-to-day manuscript trafficking take place at 
the society or a contract publisher’s office? 
Many editors-in-chief prefer having daily face-
to-face contact with their managing editors to 
facilitate the conduct of journal business. Space 
is often at a premium in academic institutions, 
however, and it can be difficult for editors-in-
chief to recruit and retain qualified assistance. 
Also, the costs involved in moving the editorial 
office every time there is an editor-in-chief 
rotation can be significant. Maintaining an 
office at the society’s headquarters or at a 
contract commercial organization is often 
beneficial from an administrative and cost 
management standpoint. However, this 
arrangement can be isolating for the managing 
editor and requires the journal’s dependence on 
electronic manuscript management systems. The 
table on page 8 provides a summary of the 
major advantages and challenges associated 
with different editorial office locations.  

Editorial Board 
The editor’s tasks of recruiting top papers and 
assuring a timely review are made infinitely less 
difficult with the active participation of the 
editorial board. Size is not necessarily a good 
indicator of a board’s effectiveness: there are 
huge, sprawling boards that accomplish very 
little, and small, tightly knit groups that have 
amazing productivity.  
 
Editorial boards tend to perform to expectations. 
When editors ask for a reasonably high level of 
participation from board members—including 
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duties such as recruitment of papers and 
reviewers, participation in annual meetings, and 
perhaps an occasional contribution—many, if 
not most, board members are happy to comply. 
A common mistake, especially of new editors, is 
that they either do not demand enough from 
their boards or they do not communicate their 
requirements forcefully enough.  
 
Of course some board members will always fail 
to participate as requested, and so there needs to 
be a mechanism for dropping these individuals 
from the board without creating undue conflict. 
Instituting an occasional rotation policy for 
board members can provide a good pretext for 
removing underperforming individuals. 
Members who perform as expected are simply 
kept on for another term at the editor’s 
discretion.  
 
In addition to ensuring that responsibilities are 
being communicated and that poor performers 
are rotated off, publishers should consider the 
composition of the board, both in terms of 
geography and academic discipline, to verify 
that it is broadly representative. Some journals 
have a goal of increasing international 

submissions, and yet their editorial boards are 
comprised almost entirely of North Americans. 
Other publications may want to improve their 
coverage of an up-and-coming hot topic, but 
have no one on the board that is expert in and 
can represent this emerging area. Another item 
to consider is the institutional representation of 
the board: the top programs in the field should 
be reflected on the masthead to the greatest 
extent that is feasible. This not only helps 
burnish the journal’s image but also will 
facilitate article solicitations from these 
programs. 

Author Support  
Top authors have a wide choice of journals in 
which they can publish and are more likely to 
submit to journals that offer the best overall 
package of benefits. By addressing the concerns 
discussed previously—improving readership, 
increasing impact factor, etc.—publishers will 
satisfy the primary requirement of most authors, 
which is to have their paper widely 
disseminated and read. However, there are other 
ways that publishers can make their journals 
more author-friendly and increase the likelihood 
of repeat submissions. Some services that 

Editorial Office Location Assessment 
Location Advantages Challenges 

Editor-in-chief’s 
institution 

Face-to-face meetings between 
editor-in-chief and managing 
editor 
Greater editorial independence 
Less dependent on manuscript 
tracking system 

Difficult/distracting for editors-in-chief to 
recruit/retain qualified support staff 
Space typically at a premium 
Costly transitions whenever editor-in-chief 
changes 

Society 
headquarters 

Permanent office location 
Reduced overhead/transition 
costs 
More support from society 
More input from journal staff 

Reduced editorial independence 
Tendency for managing editors to 
“commandeer” other support staff   
Increased dependence on electronic 
manuscript management system 

Contract publisher’s 
office 

Permanent office location 
Reduced overhead/transition 
costs 
Trained support staff, with 
backups 

Perceived lack of separation of editorial and 
business operations 
Possible loss of independence, procedural 
control 
Increased dependence on electronic 
manuscript management system 
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publishers may wish to consider to improve 
author satisfaction include the following:  
 
 Web-based manuscript submission: New 

manuscript submission systems can 
facilitate a faster review process, shorter 
waits for an acceptance decision, and earlier 
publication compared to paper-based 
systems. (See the Sheridan white paper on 
Implementing Information Technology for a 
more detailed discussion of these systems.5)  

 
 Digital art submission/services: Can 

authors submit art digitally, and if so, in 
what formats? The greater the journal’s 
flexibility in accepting a wide range of file 
types and cleaning up files as necessary, the 
happier authors are likely to be. (See the 
Sheridan white paper on Digital Art in 
Scholarly Publishing for a more detailed 
discussion of this issue.6)  

 
 Number of e-prints and reprints 

provided: How easy is it for authors to 
disseminate their published work to 
colleagues and how much does it cost? 

 
 Copyright flexibility: Consistent with the 

movement toward “open access” for 
scholarly research, many publishers are 
increasing author privileges to disseminate 
and republish their own work. An increasing 
number of publishers (e.g. Nature 
Publishing Group7) have stopped requiring 
copyright transfer altogether, instead 
choosing to license articles from their 
authors for publication.  

Content Mix  
The editorial evaluation also should comprise a 
review of the journal content itself, especially 
with regard to the balance of topics covered and 
the types of articles that are published. 
Publishers should tally the percentage of 
original research, review content, and 
editorial/opinion articles published annually. Do 
these proportions fit with the publication’s 
mission and the preferences expressed by 

readers? In addition, do the topic areas covered 
represent well the specialty areas of readers and 
potential readers?  
 
Can authors submit art digitally, and if 
so, in what formats? The greater the 
journal’s flexibility in accepting a wide 
range of file types and cleaning up files 
as necessary, the happier authors are 
likely to be. 
 
 
In the field of biomedical publishing, there are 
recent trends toward shorter original research 
articles, more review content, greater emphasis 
on magazine-style journalistic news pieces, and 
increases in the number of editorial/perspective 
pieces. The emphasis is on distinguishing 
publications from the competition by providing 
exclusive news and analysis content that 
complements original research. The strategy is 
also designed to maintain a brand identity and 
advertiser value for print products. As more and 
more readers move online, publishers want to 
provide a compelling mix of content that works 
well together as a print issue. Print cannot match 
some of the powerful features offered by 
electronic journals, but by the same token print 
issues offer advantages—portability, readability, 
cohesiveness of content—that are not available 
online and can be optimized to maintain 
readership.  
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Case Study: Editorial Overhaul at the 
American College of Cardiology 
When the Journal of the American College of 
Cardiology (JACC) recently brought on a new 
editor, the publishing staff viewed the change 
as an excellent opportunity to revamp editorial 
operations and make them even more 
responsive to readers and authors.  
 
According to managing editor Glenn Collins, 
the new team started by pulling the plug on 
their dated manuscript tracking software and 
starting fresh with the web-based eJournal 
Press system. Then, based on feedback from 
readership surveys and brainstorming from 
several editorial board retreats, they developed 
a comprehensive plan to update the content, 
design, and features of the Journal.  
 
The updates included a new “research 
correspondence” section, which provides 
1,200-word investigator-written briefs on 
topics that are “important, but not necessarily 
enough to warrant a full-size article,” Collins 
notes. JACC also debuted a “meetings 
highlights” section, offering reports on key 
findings presented at a wide range of 
conferences.  
 
Another aspect of the plan was to publish more 
content that would target specific topics of 
interest to JACC readers. They developed a 
new series, titled “The Year In....,”  which 
“summarizes a broad topic in cardiology, like 
echocardiography, and gives you one place to 
go to find everything that happened in the last 
year,” according to Collins. They also began 
publishing a series of “Focus Issues,” which 
bring together 10 or so articles on a single hot 
topic and introduce them with an expert 
editorial. Collins says that for the first time, 
JACC recently issued a general call for papers 
on a Focus Issue topic; they were surprised and 
extremely pleased with the “flood” of over 100 
submissions received in response.  
 
 

 
The JACC editorial plan didn’t stop with 
revised content. It included strict new targets 
for publication speed and a design makeover as 
well. Some articles now are eligible for 
expedited review, with a guaranteed decision 
provided within 14 days as opposed to the 
average of 32. The online version of these 
articles is then published within 10 days of 
receiving author proof approval. The design 
upgrade included a new cover that incorporated 
the society colors—blue and white—to 
enhance branding. In addition, an “In This 
Issue” section was placed at the front of the 
book to direct readers to noteworthy articles. 
“These are short, descriptive paragraphs 
written by cardiologists about some of the key 
articles inside the journal,” Collins notes.  
 
Though the JACC team hasn’t crossed the 
finish line yet on this marathon undertaking, 
Collins says that he has already filed away 
some important lessons from the experience. 
“The key is to know your readers. You can’t 
walk into a journal as the new editor and say, 
‘Well, I’ve always wanted to do this and this 
and this’— and then do it without first finding 
out what your audience wants.” Collins 
suggests that the editor’s personal preferences, 
and not the demands of the readership, are too 
often the main driving force behind content 
development decisions. “I think that’s 
something that happens quite a bit with 
academic journals, because the people who edit 
them tend to have very strong opinions and are 
eager to see them reflected in the journal.”  
 
Respect for readers ran deep through JACC’s 
new editorial plan, says Collins; so deep, in 
fact, that sacrifices had to be made in other 
areas to accommodate it. “Some of the features 
we put in—meetings highlights and such— 
they’re never going to get cited and they won’t 
raise our impact factor. But the people who 
read the journal like them, and so we try to 
provide a balance. We don’t want to become a 
journal that publishes only basic research that 
doesn’t apply to our clinical readers.”  
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Marketing  

Evaluation Benchmarks 
Marketers are, by nature, a numbers-oriented 
crowd, and most have a variety of different 
reports that they scan regularly to assess 
progress. To shed new light on these statistics, 
we find it especially important at the outset of 
an audit to step back and take a wide-angle view 
of the competitive terrain. The competitive chart 
described earlier in this white paper is an 
excellent place to start (see page 5).  
 
Key questions that publishers need to ask about 
their marketing include the following:  
 
 What unique position does our journal hold 

in the market, and are we defending this 
position?  
 Is our content available in the places readers 

will be looking for it?  
 Does our subscription marketing match the 

content we are selling, and is it working?   
 How effective are our renewal efforts, and 

can they be improved? 
 How can we improve our success in the 

growing market for online information?  
 Is our current program attracting 

competitive market share? 
 
The circulation report is the next stop in the 
marketing review. General trends should be 
charted against competing journals, but it is also 
important to look at subscriber segments within 
the report—member/non-member, individual, 
institutions, international, online usage—to 
obtain a more focused view of what is 
happening. Because it is such a broad measure, 
total circulation is not a very useful benchmark 
around which to build a marketing plan. By 
breaking down circulation into its specific 
segments, the information becomes more 
manageable and it becomes possible to identify 
target areas.  
 
Response rates for new business promotions are 
another key benchmark. How have different 
forms of promotion—direct mail, telemarketing, 

advertising—been performed, and how are 
specific lists responding? Some marketers 
become dependent upon a small group of lists 
and promote to them year after year, resulting in 
“list fatigue.” Are there other ways to identify 
high-value prospects? In addition, are there 
other types of promotions or offers—premiums, 
discounts, contests, etc. that can be tested?  
 
It is clichéd but true that it is cheaper to keep the 
customers you have than it is to find new ones; 
so renewal reports are another essential place to 
mine for data. As with the circulation report, the 
information should be analyzed by subscriber 
segment so that actionable trends can be 
identified. For example, one recent trend that we 
have observed across many journals is declining 
non-member renewal rates. As institution-wide 
site license access has become more common, 
non-member subscribers can now read the 
journal online via their institution’s subscription 
at no direct cost to them. To account for this 
increasing shortfall and for the general rise in 
importance of electronic access, many 
publishers are paying greater attention to how 
their electronic versions are sold and delivered. 
Something that is frequently overlooked by 
publishers is the institutional activation rate for 
electronic subscriptions. Small association 
publishers often assume that libraries that have 
purchased a bundled subscription automatically 
activate the e-access; however, activation rates 
for some publications is very low. (See more on 
this topic on page 12 under Distribution).  

Subscription Marketing and Renewals 
Because they are such crucial topics for 
scholarly publishers, subscription marketing and 
renewals have already been addressed 
extensively in previous Sheridan white papers. 
For a review of strategies and tactics for 
marketing subscriptions to institutions, please 
see How to Market your Print and Electronic 
Journals to Libraries in Today's Marketplace.8 
In addition, the Sheridan paper on Member 
Recruitment provides a primer on the core 
principles of association marketing, as well as 
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detailed discussion of successful direct mail, 
meetings, and electronic marketing techniques.9  

Distribution  
As electronic editions—and institutional 
licensing in particular—become more important 
sources of revenue, the challenges to small and 
medium-sized publishers are growing. Many 
librarians prefer the “one-stop shopping” that 
large publishers and aggregator services can 
provide. They do not want to engage in 
negotiations with the publisher of a single title 
for a site license, unless the title is JAMA or 
Science.  They limit negotiations to publishers 
offering “Big Deals” or large blocks of titles.  
This means that an organization which self-
publishes its journal must either participate in a 
commercial aggregating service (e.g. Ovid) or 
affiliate itself with other self-published journals 
(e.g. HighWire’s TFOCIS experiment). Many 
small publishers are feeling the squeeze as their 
larger counterparts reap the benefits of title 
aggregation, volume discounts, and negotiated 
consortia sales to institutions.  
 
The publishing audit provides an excellent 
opportunity to examine in-depth all possible 
distribution channels and partners. The audit 
should attempt to identify new avenues for 
exposure and also the pros and cons of working 
with different partners. Publishers should cast a 
wide net in trying to locate these partners, but 
ultimately they need to be highly selective and 
cost/benefit-conscious when committing to a 
relationship. Primary distribution channels to 
investigate include the following:  
 
 Abstracting and Indexing Services: e.g. 

Medline, Current Contents, EMBASE/ 
Excerpta Medica  
 Full text content aggregators: e.g. Ovid, 

ProQuest, Gale, Dialog 
 Institutional marketing gateways: 

SwetsWise Online Content, EBSCO Online 
 Online Content Hosts: e.g. HighWire 

Press, Ingenta, MetaPress, Extenza

Case Study: Marketing Audit at the 
Journal of Medical Practice 
Management 
 
As president of Greenbranch Publishing and 
publisher of the Journal of Medical Practice 
Management, Nancy Collins has become an 
authority on marketing medical services in 
today’s highly competitive healthcare 
environment. She applies some of these 
techniques to her journal marketing, which she 
says helps keep her a step ahead of rivals. 
Collins can use all the tricks at her disposal, 
since the primary competition for her small, 
entrepreneurial team is the Medical Group 
Management Association, a 20,000-member 
Goliath offering a full range of publications, 
meetings, and other services for physicians and 
medical office managers.   
 
Collins says that there is one piece of 
marketing advice that she finds applies equally 
well to the healthcare practice management and 
journal publishing worlds: Watch what your 
competitors are doing. “It used to be that you 
could look at the media kits from your 
competitors once a year and that would tell you 
pretty much all you needed to know,” she says. 
“But now, unless you get on their websites 
every few weeks to see what’s happening, and 
all the other services they’re offering, you’re 
going to miss a lot.” Collins uses the 
intelligence she collects to fill information 
niches that her competitors are neglecting. In 
the seven years since she purchased the 
Journal, Collins has developed a full line of 
ancillary spin-offs, including books, special 
reports, and audio conferences. Now she’s 
developing a medical practice web log (blog), 
as well as “podcasts” (downloadable audio 
programming for iPods or other audio players) 
on hot topics. She says she hopes to build more 
of a sense of community on the website, which 
should drive ancillary sales and help achieve 
better performance on renewals.   
 

(continued on next page)
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Collins notes that while she is always 
prospecting for new subscribers, she spends 
just as much if not more time trying to keep the 
subscribers she has and sell them more 
products. “A big part of auditing for us is 
paying attention to the information we have on 
our subscribers. We evaluate as specifically as 
we can how the subscribers came on initially. 
Did they come on through a meeting, or was it 
through the website? Did we get them via fax? 
And did they pay via check or via credit card?” 
Collins notes that when you know how 
subscribers come on, “It’s much easier to tailor 
the renewals this way. For instance, when they 
call in, if they’ve paid with a credit card before, 
you have that information on file and can just 
confirm it instead of going through the whole 
process again.” And when orders come in via 
fax, she stores those numbers in a prospect list 
that gets used for upcoming promotions. “It’s 
the whole concept of data mining, which not 
many people had heard of in the 90s but which 
any publication audit needs to factor in now.”  
 
More than anything else, says Collins, the key 
to a successful marketing audit is investigation. 
“You have to look at the statistics and try to 
find trends. It’s pretty basic, but you have to 
look at those trends for each category of 
subscriber and see where it was five years ago. 
If it’s dropping, you need to try to tie it into the 
pricing over that period to make sure that didn’t 
have a negative effect. Did electronic delivery 
become a factor? It’s like detective work.”  
 
Collins recounts one experience she knows of 
where a publication changed owners and the 
circulation began to drop sharply for no 
apparent reason, prompting an audit. “It turns 
out,” Collins explains, “that when the previous 
publisher decided to sell the publication, they 
just stopped renewing people but never told 
anybody. The new editor was up in arms 
thinking that people didn’t like his content and 
that’s why they weren’t renewing. But that 
wasn’t it at all – they just never mailed the 
renewals.”  

For a closer look at the options available in each 
of these areas, we refer readers to the recent 
Sheridan white paper on journal content 
licensing.10 
 
Another option association publishers should 
regularly evaluate—when applicable—is the 
status of their relationship with various contract 
marketing organizations.  Evaluating marketing 
services is becoming more critical to societies 
for many of the same reasons discussed above 
related to electronic publishing. Not only is it a 
challenge to market e-content successfully but 
also keeping pace with trends in online product 
development requires significant expertise and 
ongoing investment. Societies may find that 
their contract service providers are not doing 
enough for them to build market share, which 
argues for a change of providers. Or, self-
publishing societies may find that they need the 
additional acumen and heft of marketing service 
providers to compete successfully in the 
electronic environment.    
 
The audit may also raise the more fundamental 
question of whether the self-publishing model 
or commercial publishing model is most 
appropriate for the organization. There are many 
factors to consider in this analysis, and the 
calculus may change based on the 
organization’s short- and long-term financial 
and strategic priorities. For example, one of the 
most attractive aspects of commercial 
publishing agreements is that they often provide 
a larger, more far-reaching institutional sales 
organization. This may help societies reach their 
distribution and revenue goals. On the other 
hand, self-publishing offers its own set of 
benefits and rewards, including more control 
over day-to-day operations. This may lead to 
new opportunities to shape the publishing 
program according to the organization’s 
strategic vision. 
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Production  

Evaluation Benchmarks 
When they think of an “audit” in a production 
context, many publishers immediately start 
thinking about costs. And while identifying cost 
reductions is an important potential benefit of 
the production audit, an effective analysis must 
include other elements. Reducing production 
cycle times, for example, should be among the 
top priorities of the evaluation. At a time when 
readers are demanding ever-faster access to the 
latest findings, more rapid publication can 
confer a distinct competitive advantage.  
 
Production quality—gauged by the overall look 
and feel of the journal, as well as ease of 
navigation, both in print and online—is another 
key consideration. Nowadays many publishers 
are revamping their first-generation full text 
websites to make them more visually attractive 
and provide or make more obvious a more 
robust feature set. Moreover, as more and more 
usage goes online, publishers are remodeling 
their print designs to facilitate information 
retrieval and make their paper editions more 
compelling.  

Design 
The primary purpose of a scholarly print 
publication or website is to disseminate 
information. The reader’s experience is 
enhanced (and the publisher benefits 
accordingly) when a publication makes it easy 
as possible to find and apply the information 
contained therein. Though the general principles 
of usability are much the same for both the print 
and online environments, there are practical 
differences in how these principles are applied 
in each situation. 
 
Print   
Unlike publishers in some markets (e.g. 
consumer magazines), scholarly publishers have 
always focused more on content than they have 
on design chic. Increasingly, however, good 
design is viewed as a tool that can improve 
reader satisfaction and help differentiate a 

journal from competitors. Some considerations 
that should be assessed during the audit include:  
 
 Publication format: Does the trim size and 

style of your publication reflect its purpose 
and intended usage? Publications that are 
meant to be practical should also be 
relatively small and lightweight to enhance 
portability. A publication that is primarily an 
advertising vehicle might consider an 
oversize tabloid format to appeal to 
sponsors.  
 Type size and typeface: The font used and 

its size affects readability and sends subtle 
signals to readers about how the content 
should be regarded. There are a number of 
excellent references available that discuss 

Case Study: A New Look at NEJM 
 
In updating the New England Journal of 
Medicine’s print design, the Massachusetts 
Medical Society (MMS) was guided by the 
maxim “form follows function.” In an 
announcement that described their new look 
and the decision-making that went into it, the 
MMS recounted the many changes—some 
subtle, some quite bold—that they instituted in 
order to ease navigation and improve 
readability.13 The highlights of the overhaul 
included the following:  
 
1. Less crowded pages with more distinctive 

section headings at the top each page. 
2. A new typeface, Quadraat, which has been 

shown to increase reading speed. 
3. Shaded tables to enhance data 

comprehension and comparison across 
columns. 

4. An expanded and redesigned “This Week in 
the Journal” section to succinctly digest 
journal contents. 

5.  Abstracts that comprise the sole item on 
the first page of each article, to improve 
their readability.  
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the philosophy and science of typography 
and how to apply it in print media.11,12 
 Figures, tables, and white space: They say 

a picture is worth 1,000 words, but many 
scholarly journals still publish few 
illustrations to complement their authors’ 
writing. By contrast, some titles have 
brought on artists specifically charged with 
creating illustrations to accompany the text. 
The amount of white space surrounding text 
and between lines can also impact legibility 
and comprehension; some publishers crowd 
their pages to fit more articles into the 
allotted budget, but this can impact 
negatively on readability. 

 
The changes many publishers are implementing 
in their designs reflect the trends in our society 
at large. Readers are busier than ever and they 
have more media competing for their attention. 
To provide value in this environment, 
publications must make it easy to find content 
of interest and must convey this information as 
concisely as possible. Potential modifications 
that make sense in this context include 
providing issue highlights on the front cover 
with page numbers, briefly summarizing articles 
on the table of contents page; instituting article 
length limits, and publishing more frequent 
issues that are smaller in size, to enhance 
portability.  
 
Online 
Good organization and design become even 
more crucial in the online environment. Unlike 
a self-contained journal issue, which has a fairly 
limited amount of content and comparatively 
few navigational possibilities, websites provide 
boundless access to information and an infinite 
number of ways to get lost. Many websites have 
experienced “organic” (i.e. unplanned) growth 
for many years, where new features and sections 
simply get added to the old site wherever it 
seems most convenient. Random growth can 
lead to information “silos” that are poorly 
integrated with the rest of the site and difficult 
to navigate to or from. Conversely, a well-
planned site that is logically organized and 
contains rich linking will facilitate information 

retrieval and enhance the user experience. Good 
website design remains as much art as it is 
science. However, as the web matures, we see 
the emergence of some generally accepted best 
practices for design. A few of the key 
considerations for scholarly journal publishers 
are listed in the table on page 16.  

Production Speed 
In most disciplines, improved production speed 
can provide a significant advantage in recruiting 
the best authors and increasing readership. To 
make the process faster and more efficient, the 
first step is to break down the production 
schedule into its component pieces—review, 
copyediting, typesetting, etc.—and identify 
typical time-to-completion for major tasks. This 
may uncover bottlenecks and will provide a 
more useful framework for examining each task 
individually. Small schedule reductions on each 
task may add up to a significant increase in 
production speed for the publication overall.  
 
With a target schedule reduction in mind, the 
next step is to look at each element and assess 
the potential for time savings. Strategies that 
may prove useful in this regard include:  
 
 Cutting out non-critical work stages. 
 Reducing manual interventions, e.g. with 

online manuscript submission/review 
systems, copyediting software that 
automates repetitive tasks. 
 Focusing vendor negotiation on attaining 

schedule objectives. 
 Consolidating production tasks at a single 

vendor to reduce transition delays between 
vendors.  
 “Fast-tracking” articles of special interest to 

readers. 
 
As with all other areas of the publishing audit, 
the production audit should focus on measurable 
benchmarks. When it comes to production 
speed, though, it may not always be clear to 
journal managers what represents a desirable or 
achievable time interval for various tasks. To 
alleviate this uncertainty, it is beneficial to look 
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out into the wider market and compare. Of 
course, direct competitors are unlikely to 
divulge details about their production processes. 
But journal managers in other fields may be 
more than happy to trade intelligence. To ensure 
that it is an apples-to-apples comparison, reach 
out to publications that are in a similar 
discipline and have a similar circulation and 
format to your own.  
 

Production Costs 
Many of the strategies used to increase 
production speed can also help reduce costs.  
With the production workflow broken down 
into its component tasks, publishers should 
calculate the costs for each task on a per-page 
basis. Charting historical patterns can help 
identify areas that are trending in the wrong 
direction. Benchmarking against similar 
journals can provide a valuable basis for 

comparison. Material costs for paper and ink are 
the most obvious places to look for savings. 
Reducing paper weight or moving from a coated 
to uncoated stock can yield immediate bottom 
line impact. Limiting use of color or charging 
authors for color printing is another common 
method for keeping costs under control. 
 
 
Labor is the second primary component of the 
production cost line. Cost-saving strategies for 
labor include automating manual tasks, 
eliminating non-essential work stages, and 
negotiating with vendors. Sometimes a mere 
shift in emphasis or attitude can make a 
significant impact: for journals with high 
alteration charges, for example, it may be 
worthwhile to consider relaxing some non-
critical editing standards. 
 
Because they can achieve economies of scale 

Principles of Good Website Usability 
Principle What It Means Examples 

Tell Users Where 
They Are 

Users can enter a site on any page, at 
any level of the site. Often they arrive 
at a specific article from an external 
search engine such as Google. There 
needs to be clear and logical way to 
determine where the user has landed 
and navigate to other areas of the site. 

Consistent use of logos 
Logical navigation menus at top and 
bottom of every page 
“Breadcrumb” trails 
 

Help Users Find 
Information Fast 

Users generally don’t “read” web pages 
the way they do print issues. They are 
searching for specific information, and 
require help locating it. These tools 
should be robust and easy to find.  

“Quick search” boxes and advanced 
searches with limits 
Pull down menus 
One-click “related article” searches,  
single citation matcher, “articles that 
have cited this article” searches 
Subject indexes 

Make Sure Content 
Is Accessible  

Technical issues – size of files, 
software required to view files, browser 
compatibility, and server speed – can 
limit access to content for some users. 
Sites should be designed so that 
expected user base has no problems 
viewing and downloading content. 

W3C’s Web Accessibility Initiative 
(http://www.w3.org/WAI/) and the U.S. 
Government’s Section 508 
Standards(http://www.section508.gov/)
provide guidelines for making web 
content accessible to persons with 
disabilities. Many recommendations 
represent “best practices” for good 
design, irrespective of user base.  
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not possible at a single publisher, outsource 
partners are often the lowest-cost provider for 
production tasks. In addition, outsourcing 
allows publishers to devote more resources to 
their core competencies, which tend to be in 
content development as opposed to production.  
Areas where outsourcing may be cost-effective 
include manuscript copyediting, data tagging, 
and page composition.  
 
Advertisers give preference to 
publications that deliver the largest 
share of the target market and offer a 
competitive ad rate as measured in cost 
per thousand (CPM) people reached. 
 

Advertising 

Evaluation Benchmarks 
As publication managers consider how to 
improve the effectiveness of their advertising 
programs, it is important to understand how 
media buying decisions are made. When 
selecting places to advertise their products, 
marketers typically consider three factors:  
 
 Reach: the number of people who will be 

exposed to an ad or message at least once 
during a specified period of time, which in 
journal publishing translates to circulation. 

 
 Frequency: the number of times during the 

specified period an average person is 
exposed to the ad or message; in journal 
publishing, this is determined by the 
publication schedule/number of issues 
published annually. 

 
 Impact: the qualitative value of an exposure 

and credibility of the source; in journal 
publishing, this relates to the prestige of a 
journal and how frequently/closely it is read.  

Case Study: Auditing Your Information 
Architecture  
 
As president of Dynamic Diagrams, a 
consulting firm specializing in information 
architecture, Timothy Roy has helped 
organizations as diverse as McGraw Hill 
Publishing, Samsung Electronics, and the 
American Medical Association improve the 
usability of their websites. He says that 
providing a consistent user experience across 
all levels of a site is one of the most important 
and most challenging aspects of website 
design.  
 
“Organizations don’t usually have just one 
single website. They have multiple websites 
that need to be thought of more as a 
presence—as the totality of how they represent 
the organization,” Roy says. “There needs to 
be a conscious decision made about how these 
are going to look and feel and how they are 
going to be integrated.”  Roy remarks that a 
logical architecture should be developed that 
encompasses all areas of organization’s content 
and flattens out any information “silos” that 
may have developed. The consistent use of 
logos, color schemes, typefaces, and other 
design elements helps speed navigation and 
contributes to a satisfying user experience 
online.  
 
Sound information architecture also needs to 
consider the demands and habits of those who 
will be using the information. “Clinical 
physicians use research material far differently 
than a bench scientist would,” says Roy. 
“These are generalities, but for a clinical 
physician, their scarcest commodity is time and 
not knowledge. So if they can’t find something 
on your site within five minutes, they’re going 
to stop looking and go to another resource.” 
Roy offers the example of a site that offers 800 
hits to a common search query: “That’s just not 
something that the clinical physician is going 
to accept,” he says.  

(continued on next page)
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Bench scientists, by contrast, typically have 
more time allocated to this kind of web 
inquiry. “They may be just as impatient as the 
clinical physician, but they tend to spend more 
time and go deeper into an area,” according to 
Roy. “They also tend to have a greater initial 
degree of understanding about their area of 
interest, so you can provide denser, more 
complex information more quickly to them and 
they can make decisions about how to use it. 
The chunks of information can be bigger and 
provide more detail.” 
 
Unfortunately, says Roy, the principles of good 
website usability are not codified in any single 
document that publishers can apply to their 
own sites. “It’s still pretty subjective, based on 
experience and expert opinion,” he notes. And 
given the expense of website upgrades, he says 
that careful cost-benefit analysis has to be part 
and parcel of any foray into this realm. “Sure, 
everyone wants to have their content rekeyed 
into a customized, state of the art XML DTD, 
but is the business model in place that’s going 
to support that?” 
 
Advertisers rely on information from published 
directories and research firms to guide them in 
selecting media for advertising. In medical 
advertising, the most important research is put 
out by Perq/HCI, which publishes the Focus and 
Media-Chek-APEX studies. These studies 
include the following information: 
 
FOCUS Media-Chek/APEX 
• Reading 

Frequency 
• Reading 

Patterns 
• Average Issue 

Readers 
• Average Issue 

Exposures 

• Receivers 
• High, Medium, All 

Readers 
• APEX (Ad 

Exposures) 
• Cost per thousand 

-- High Readers 
and APEX 

• Journal Rankings 
 
Advertisers use these reports to make (and 
justify) decisions about how and where they will 
advertise their products.  Preference is given to 

publications that deliver the largest share of the 
target market, offer a competitive ad rate as 
measured in cost per thousand (CPM) people 
reached, high readership scores, and advertiser-
friendly ad placement policies that maximize 
the number of readers exposed to an ad. 
 
These statistics provide a good general sense of 
a publication’s standing in the marketplace and 
its attractiveness to advertisers. There are also a 
number of other barometers that can help gauge 
the health of an advertising program. Charted 
over time, the publication’s total advertising 
revenue, annual ad pages, and revenue per page 
of advertising should provide the broad outlines 
of where the journal is trending.  The number of 
new advertisers recruited each year is another 
important metric for assessing a journal’s 
appeal.  
 
Publishers would do well to evaluate the larger 
strategic considerations that can impact the 
effectiveness of advertising sales as well. For 
instance, is the industry as a whole growing or 
shrinking, and what does this say about the 
potential for future advertising? Just as 
important, publishers need to think about whom 
they see as their primary customer—the reader 
or the advertiser. Is the journal willing to 
compromise readability in order to capture more 
revenue from advertisers and grow the 
business?  

Sales Promotion 
The success of advertising sales efforts is 
inextricably tied to the performance of other 
operational areas (editorial and marketing, most 
notably). Publications that falter in these 
functions will have a difficult time convincing 
product marketers to advertise. Still, an 
optimized sales promotion effort can help 
journals “punch above their weight” and secure 
a larger portion of ad spending.    
 
Effective ad sales promotion hinges on two key 
elements: 1) reaching the most likely sales 
prospects at the right time and 2) persuading 
these prospects that your publication should be 
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part of their marketing campaign. To 
accomplish these two objectives, publishers in 
turn should consider the following.  
 
Prospect Identification 
Are the key decision-makers of potential 
advertisers aware of your journal? To maximize 
visibility among likely ad buyers, publishers 
should track all ads running in competing 
journals and target these prospects aggressively. 
Also keep in mind that advertising spending 
tends to peak at new product launches and 
dwindle in subsequent years. Since ad budgets 
may be allocated many months before a new 
product is unveiled, sales promotion efforts 
need to reach product managers during the 
development phase and well prior to the product 
launch. In the pharmaceuticals industry, various 
newsletters track drugs that are in pre-approval 
testing—an excellent way to keep abreast of 
prospects as they near approval and launch.  
 
Sales Approach 
How compelling is the sales story being pitched 
to advertisers, and does it focus on strengths? If 
circulation is a weakness for the journal, can 
you emphasize “quality” of readership (e.g. 
average time spent reading each issue, buying 
power of readers, etc.) instead? It may be 
necessary to invest in a readership study to 
obtain the data needed to make this case.  
 
Media Kit 
Professional product marketers are unlikely to 
be swayed by lackluster promotional materials. 
Is your media sales kit designed and produced 
in a creative way that will catch the eye of 
product managers and media buyers?  
 
Editorial Calendar 
Advertisers like their ads to appear near content 
that is as closely related to their product as 
possible. So, if a stream of new products is in 
development in a particular area, it could be 
advantageous to solicit articles on that topic to 
coincide with the launch of these products. 
Keep in mind that tying editorial content too 
closely to advertising can bear negatively on a 
journal’s reputation for objectivity.    

Incentives and Special Opportunities 
What kind of “extras” does your publication 
offer to advertisers—frequency discounts, 
premium placements (covers, across from TOC, 
etc.), reader service cards? Do ads appear within 
articles, where they are more likely to be seen, 
or between articles, where they are less likely to 
distract readers? In addition, are there other 
promotional opportunities that can be offered—
cover wraps, belly bands, gate fold advertising, 
advertorials, etc.—to help draw attention to 
advertisers and increase their loyalty to the 
publication?    

Sales Representative Evaluation 
Many scholarly publications are represented by 
contract advertising sales firms. Depending 
upon how the arrangement is structured, some 
of the elements discussed above under sales 
promotion may be the purview of the contract 
sales firm and included in the sales 
representative audit. Items that should be 
scrutinized in any contract sales representative 
evaluation include the following:  
 
 Commission rate: Is it commensurate with 

industry standards and providing a fair 
return to the rep for his or her efforts?  
 Agency experience/reputation: Does the 

firm have a good track record in the industry 
and are they connected to key players? 
Advertising decisions often are based on 
personal relationships as much as they are 
on circulation and readership. 
 Research services: Are competitive market 

data, readership data, etc., collected by 
agency and at whose expense? 
 Marketing services: What promotion 

activities does the agency provide and at 
whose expense? 
 Production services and billing: Are these 

being handled professionally, without 
interference to journal production and in a 
way that reflects well to advertisers? 
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Additional Applications 
This paper has emphasized how the publishing 
audit can be employed to improve performance 
in the key areas of editorial, marketing, 
production, and advertising sales. However, the 
principles outlined also can be applied to other 
areas of journal publishing, such as reprints, 
finance, and even management structure and 
strategy. In each case we would suggest that 
same basic approach to the analysis:  
 
 Collect internal and external performance 

data. 
 Chart trends over time and compare results 

with competitors. 
 Break down the process into smaller 

component tasks and assess each task 
individually. 
 Identify critical benchmarks and measure 

performance against them.  
 
The strategies presented in this white paper have 
been shown to serve publishers well, and 
hopefully this paper has provided some ideas for 
helping your publication thrive in today’s 
increasingly competitive marketplace. 
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THE SHERIDAN PRESS WHITE PAPERS 
 
As a service to the publishing industry, The Sheridan Press commissioned a series of white papers that provide 
substantial information on topics of importance. 
 

NEW RELEASE 
 

The Publishing Audit 
August 2005 

This paper recommends conducting yearly publishing audits – detailed examinations and reviews of all 
operational processes – to stay in step with trends, ahead of the competition, and to optimize publication 
performance. 
 
 

Journal Content Licensing 
March 2005 

The current landscape of journal content licensing 
is explored from all avenues – from content 
providers to subscription agencies, libraries and 
library consortia, full content aggregators and hosts, 
aggregator gateways, and ultimately, end users. 
 

Critical Business Planning for Journals 
July 2004 

Strategic business planning is the key to success in 
any industry.  This paper offers a variety of time-
proven reports utilized by a number of scholarly 
publishers for not only building a sound strategy, 
but effectively tracking progress against goals. 
 
Market Print and Electronic Journals to Libraries 

September 2003 
In the face of tightened library spending, the 
proliferation of aggregate journal collections, and 
the growing presence of online journals, publishers 
must become more aggressive in promoting their 
journals (both print and electronic) to libraries.  
This paper provides breakthrough ideas for making 
your institutional marketing program a success. 
 

Metadata Demystified 
July 2003 

As metadata conventions emerge and standards 
begin to form, this paper offers not only an 
overview of current conventions, but clearly defines 
the uses and benefits of metadata, specific to 
journal publishers. 
 

Member Recruitment 
April 2003 

Member recruitment is a constant challenge for 
publishers, especially in light of new technologies, 
evolving demographics, and not least of all, the 
economy.  This paper provides helpful suggestions 
from industry peers to revisit and rejuvenate 
membership goals. 
 

Digital Art 
May 2002 

As publisher workflows evolve and change with 
technology, submission requirements for art are 
also changing.  Publishers must educate themselves 
and their authors in order to submit digital art to 
newly established specifications. 
 
Implementing Information Technology Systems 

January 2002 
New information technologies offer publishers 
increased production efficiency and significant 
enhancements for contributors and readers.  Yet, the 
selection and implementation of these systems 
involves risk.  This paper offers an in-depth 
overview and guidelines for selecting an 
appropriate system. 
 

Marketing Reprints 
October 2001 

This white paper provides additional ideas on 
marketing your reprints, assessing a reprint 
management service for outsourcing, and increasing 
your publication program’s profits through the sales 
of reprints. 
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Marketing Scholarly Journals 
May 2001 

This white paper covers the key Journal marketing 
issues and offers major resources available on the 
topic to help scholarly publishers become more 
aware of activities that can support and maintain 
their customer focus. 
 

Digital Archiving in the New Millennium 
November 2000 

This paper discusses the status of key infrastructure 
components, technologies, best practices and a 
culture of digital stewardship.  It also considers 
what publishers can do to get involved in shaping 
this infrastructure. 
 

Improving Journal Quality with Process 
Improvement Methods 

May 2000 
This paper offers process improvement basic and an 
overview of common methods as they apply to 
journal publishing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Digital Workflow:   
Managing the Process Electronically 

March 2000 
This paper includes brief technical explanations of 
12 electronic processes.  It also considers the 
economic and sociological factors involved in 
implementing a digital workflow. 
 

The Future of the Print Journal 
February 1999 

Will electronic publishing eliminate the need for 
print journals?  Research suggests a multi-format 
future in which reads use electronic journals for 
some purposes and print journals for others. 
 

Outsourcing:   
Planning for Strategic Partnerships 

June 1998 
This paper describes the careful planning, 
agreements, and systematic evaluations essential to 
developing strategic partnerships. 
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