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RQF Guiding Principles
The main measure of research quality 

1. Citation measures:
1.1 Citations per publication listed in the 

Research Grouping’s ‘body of work’; 
1.2 The proportion of publications in the ‘body of 

work’ which have citations that would put 
them in the top decile for the discipline (to be 
derived from Thomson Scientific (ISI) citation 
benchmarks);”



Thomson-ISI measures quality?
Basis for selection and impact factor established 
by Dr Eugene Garfield in 1950s
Only the high quality journals make it on to their 
list?
That would be why DEST is using it?
Right?

Wrong!
There is nothing in the Thomson-ISI approach 
which deals directly with quality
‘to provide comprehensive coverage of the 
world’s most important and influential research’



Pertinent questions
Why Thomson-ISI?

Pragmatic decision based on cost

Do the Thomson-ISI measures adequately 
address the RQF needs for IS?

Thomson-ISI journal selection based on 
Bradford’s law
What is Bradford’s Law actually about?
Is Bradford’s Law appropriate for IS?



Why look at Bradford’s Law now?
Based on observations made in 1934

Single dominant form of publishing
Paper journal from university or publishing house
Estimated to be 15,000 journals

In 2007
Many forms of publishing

Different business models
Open access (~3,000 journals in DOAJ)
On-line repositories

Publishing not restricted to universities or 
traditional publishing houses



What is Bradford’s Law?
“if scientific journals are arranged in order 
of decreasing productivity of articles on a 
given subject, they may be divided into a 
nucleus of periodicals more particularly 
devoted to the subject and several groups 
or zones containing the same number of 
articles as the nucleus, when the number 
of periodicals in the nucleus and 
succeeding zones will be 1:n:n2 … .”



What is Bradford’s Law?
Bradford looked at two small sub-
disciplines;
It is a scattering distribution

Bradford was interested in the distribution of 
publications, not quality
Bradford’s motivation was to develop a case 
for indexing inclusively, not to exclude 
publications, with an aim of creating a 
“complete index to scientific literature.”



What is Bradford’s Law?
Leimkuhler expressed it as 
G(r) = kln(1+br)

G(r) is the cumulated total of papers in the first r of ranked 
journals
b and k are parameters evaluated from the data

Similarities seen to Lotka’s Law and Zipf’s Law 
Bookstein and Burrell established Bradford’s Law 
as a special case of the Gini index

Used since early C20 by econometricians as a measure 
of concentration

Quality is not a parameter or outcome



Bradford’s Law and IS
IS is a young cross disciplinary domain

How valid are 1934 or 1950s assumptions?
“If the topic is so widely dispersed or too novel 
yet to have attracted a journal ‘more 
particularly devoted’ to it, we need not expect 
to find a nucleus in its bibliography” – Brookes

No work has yet demonstrated whether or 
not IS has a nucleus



A brief diversion
Index of IS Journals
Using 26 month’s data

44,258 exits to journal websites
Separating at 14,753 
Distribution 48 : 138 : 392
Scaling for 1:n:n2

1 : 2.9 : 8.2 (observed)
1 : 2.9 : 8.4 (expected)

85% of usage accounted for by 60% of 
journals
Only 36% of Index journals in Thomson-ISI



Back to Thomson-ISI
Impact factor has been widely criticised:

optimized for biomedical sciences, work less well in other fields
can be manipulated by, e.g., self-citation
overused, misused and over-interpreted
is an average for a journal; provides no insight into individual articles
formula is flawed; two-year time window too short for most fields
can only be used for comparing journals within a field
underrates high-quality niche journals
does not cover all fields of scholarship
time-lag before impact factors are calculated and reported; new 
journals have no impact factor
reflect only “author” use of journals, not other groups, such as
students
impact factor has a monopoly of comparable, quantitative journal
measures
reinforces the position of existing, dominant journals
ISI categories are not appropriate and neglect smaller, significant 
fields.



Impact <> quality
Circularity in the impact factor/quality 
equivalence argument

“These are the only journals to publish in 
because they have an impact factor, we 
therefore cite ourselves to improve our impact 
factor in the journals that have an impact 
factor!”

Reason for the citation of particular works. 
Fleischmann’s et al (1989) paper on “cold 
fusion” has been cited over 500 times but 
rarely in a positive sense. 



Eugene Garfield says
“It is one thing to use impact factors to 
compare journals and quite another to use 
them to compare individual authors. 
Journal impact factors generally involve 
relatively large populations of articles and 
citations. Individual authors, on average, 
produce much smaller numbers of 
articles.”



Other measures
Field normalised impact factor
Web based metrics
Reader focused measures

Usage impact factor
Usage immediacy index
Usage half life



Serious unanswered questions
Do the Thomson-ISI measures adequately address the needs of 
the RQF?
Does the Information Systems discipline display a nucleus as 
predicted by Bradford’s law?
How does the size of the Information Systems discipline affect 
impact factor calculations?
How does the youth of the Information Systems discipline affect 
impact factor calculations?
How does the multi-disciplinary nature of the Information Systems 
discipline affect impact factor calculations?
How does the time over which impact factors are calculated affect 
the Information Systems discipline?
Can any relationship be found between the impact factor of 
Information Systems journals and quality?
Can any relationship be found between the impact of a research 
group’s output and the impact factor of the journals in which they 
publish?
Are there other better measures which can be put in place?



Future work
Basis for an ARC (linkage?) grant

Any questions?
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