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Preamble 

Academic publication is underpinned by a sophisticated global system of data collection and 

analysis which measures the outputs and attainments of authors, journals and publishers. 

The science and technology of bibliometrics provides valued information on performance 

for individuals, institutions, academic networks, corporations and governments . 

 

The business of bibliometrics is dominated by two systems; the Web of Science (WoS), 

whose heritage dates back to the work of Eugene Garfield and the Institute for Scientific 

Information in the 1960s; and SCOPUS, which was introduced in 2004. Both systems are 

broadly similar in their outputs. 

 

The global output of journals is huge, and of very variable quality. Trust in their content is 

critical to the success of journals and publishers. SCOPUS (Elsevier BV) and the WoS 

(Clarivate Analytics) have built their own systems  on the trustworthiness of their listings of 

journals and their contents. Both organisations have therefore been obliged to develop 

quality assurance systems for the vetting, acceptance and continuing oversight of their 

journal portfolios. 

 

The WoS uses an in internally employed panel of adjudicators for journal selection, about 

whom little is known. SCOPUS adopted a different approach, in appointing an external panel 

of subject matter experts with proven track records in editorship and librarianship. The 

SCOPUS Content Selection Advisory Board (CSAB) was initially formed in 2004.  

 

By 2009, it was clear to the SCOPUS development team that a systematic approach was 

needed to journal evaluation, both for efficiency and for fairness to all applicant journals. A 

new and streamlined Content Selection Advisory Board (CSAB) was appointed in 2009,  and 

a bespoke computerised SCOPUS Title Evaluation Platform (STEP) system was developed. 

 

Since 2009, the global publishing industry has been transformed by the internet and by 

open access publishing models. The STEP system has endured and matured, as has the CSAB 

model. In this series of essays, I examine and record the challenges and successes of quality 

assurance in academic publishing through the prism of the SCOPUS and STEP systems.        
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Introduction 

The Science of Bibliometrics 

The Science of Bibliometrics has had a profound impact on global academic practice and 

behaviours over the past 75 years. Bibliometrics is the use of numerical data and statistical 

analysis to evaluate the performance of academic outputs through the study of authors, 

articles, journals, books and publishers. It allows for performance comparisons across the 

academic spectrum, and its outputs are highly valued by public and private institutions, 

corporations, Universities   and Governments. 

 

There are many significant and  practical limitations to bibliometric measurements and 

evaluations, and the system has been opened up to a range of fraudulent manipulations in 

recent times. Nevertheless, bibliometrics is embedded in academic career development and 

in the allocation of resources at all levels of academic and research activity. 

 

Bibliometrics is a complex discipline which requires huge investments in resources and 

skilled people to deliver its outputs. The organisations that can provide trust, quality 

assurance and the scale of investments needed to deliver efficient and meaningful 

bibliometric services will therefore be able to create profit and significant influence upon 

academic behaviours. 

 

The Origins of Bibliometrics in the Science Citation Index (SCI) 

Bibliometrics broadly mirrors the history of computing from the 1950s onwards. The 

development of the Science Citation Index (SCI) of Eugene Garfield at the Institute of 

Scientific Information (ISI) from 1964 onwards, and the citation network analysis of Derek 

John de Solla Price created the fundamentals of modern bibliometrics. 

 

Interestingly, Derek Price’s work subsequently found echoes in the creation of SCOPUS and 

the current work of the SCOPUS Advisory Board. His Wikipedia autobiographers tell us that 

“In 1965, Price gave the first “Science of Science” Foundation lecture, on The Scientific 

Foundations of Science Policy, to the Royal Institution in London. He noted that the 

exponential growth of science presented new challenges to policy-makers; that they could 

be helped by Scientometrics, which is broadly synonymous with Bibliometrics; and that  
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exponential growth cannot continue indefinitely. He also emphasised the importance of the 

"invisible college" or network of informal scientific communication. 

(see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Derek_J._de_Solla_Price) 

 

The ISI was acquired by Thomson Reuters and was subsequently sold to the Thomsons spin-

out company Clarivate plc through private equity funding in 2016. Clarivate has 

subsequently invested heavily in the ISI evolution, which is now known as the Web of 

Science, and in related businesses, including Proquest.  Clarivate also owned the Scholar 

One manuscript management system, which will be known to many science authors, until 

2024, when it was sold on.  

    

The Origins of SCOPUS 

The Dutch publishers Elsevier started life as a family business in the early 1600s, and it has 

published The Lancet since 1823. The company was modernised in 1880 by the bookseller 

Jacob George Robbers. In the 1930s it translated German scientific texts and textbooks into 

English. The company further developed after the Second World War as a scientific 

publisher. It merged with Excerpta Medica in 1971 and developed the Embase data system 

into a commercial product in 1972.  

 

The company continued with a procession of corporate publishing acquisitions, including 

Pergamon Press in 1991. It then merged with the publisher Reed in 1993, and subsequently 

with Mosby, Saunders, and Academic Press. It absorbed Harcourt in the late 1990s. The 

EJSO, of which I was editorially associated from 1996 to 2009 (Rew Refs), became an 

Elsevier Journal and my own parallel career in publishing was linked to the company. 

 

From 1991 to 1995, Reed-Elsevier (now the RELX group) managed the TULIP project, which 

was aimed at the electronic distribution of journals to universities. This evolved into the 

ScienceDirect electronic publishing platform in 1997.   

 

Discussions about the creation of a competitor to Web of Science began in the late 1990s. 

The late Professor Peter Stambrook of the University of Cincinnati, and one of the members 

of the original SCOPUS Content Selection Advisory Board, told me that support from within 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Derek_J._de_Solla_Price


6 
 

the academic and librarianship communities. SCOPUS was ready for launch with around 

12,000 academic journal titles in early 2004.  

 

The creation of the original Scopus content advisory board was somewhat ad hoc. Peter’s 

wife, Mary Piper, who was a senior librarian at the University of Cincinnati, recalls that:  

“In the fall of 2004, I accompanied Peter to an Elsevier journal editors’ meeting.  On the 

morning of the last day we had breakfast with an Elsevier employee who told us about 

Scopus. I was very interested and said that if they had a librarian advisory committee, I 

would like to be on it.  Peter said the same for a scientist committee.   

 

At that time Elsevier had not planned committees, but they liked the idea and in January, 

2005 we were invited to New York City for a meeting to discuss Scopus.  The only other 

librarian at the meeting was Julie Arnheim of the Princeton U. Chemistry Library.”  

 

Accession of journals to SCOPUS was intended from early on to be through an independent 

validation process. An academic advisory board of some 30 individuals was created to 

review and score journals from spreadsheet lists in an early version of the Scopus Title 

Evaluation Platform (STEP), using a simple scoring system (Table 1). 

 

Many of the early accessions were journals from the collections of the established and 

trusted publishers, through licensing agreements to secure content. The principle was that 

SCOPUS would reproduce titles and abstracts, and use the reference lists to generate 

bibliometric content, but the full text content of the articles would remain under the control 

of the publisher. Separately, the full content of Elsevier journals was made available through 

ScienceDirect, whose journal titles and abstracts were also listed in SCOPUS. 

 

The generation of bibliometric data and the standardisation of reference data sets from 

large numbers of journals and articles was a very challenging task which had to be delegated 

to trained human operators, and the work was outsourced at scale to specialist businesses 

in Asia. 
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Table 1: pre-STEP Journal scoring matrix using an Excel spreadsheet (Courtesy Ove Kahler) 

 

The Background to the Creation of the New SCOPUS CSAB in 2009 

In 2008, Ove Kahler, who was then the lead for SCOPUS development, produced a study of 

journal launches since 2006. His team noted that 2948 new journals had been launched 

since 2006, of which 872 new journals used an Open Access model of publication, which in 

turn accounted for around 30% of all new journal launches. 770 new journals were online 

only, and only 411 (14%) of those journals were Society journals. The most prolific fields 

were Social Sciences and Health Sciences journals. 

 

Moreover, the growth of applicants journal numbers for SCOPUS listing was becoming a 

challenge for the existing team of evaluators. An efficient, standardised and defensible 

quality assurance evaluation system was needed. Data from the Ulrich’s online periodicals 

directory was reviewed, as shown in Table 2. The data across the columns is filtered to 

include only refereed titles, only titles still active, or both.  
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Ulrich’s catalogued all serial academic publications, whereas SCOPUS and WoS were only 

intended to catalogue serial publications which had a formal refereeing/ reviewing process, 

this being a key surrogate for the quality assurance of journals and their content.   

Therefore, Ulrich’s catalogue was an important reference point for the planning of a new 

format for the Scopus Title Evaluation Platform. 

 

 

 

Table 2: Cumulative data on academic serial publications from 1665 onwards, sorted by 

active and refereed journals (courtesy of Ove Kahler). The data has been re-plotted from 

1970 to 2008, as shown in Figures 1 and 2, data courtesy of Ulrichsweb 2008.  
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Figure 1: The growth in scholarly serial titles, 1970-2008 (courtesy of Ove Kahler) 

 

Figure 2: The growth in active and refereed scholarly serial titles, 1970-2008 (courtesy of 

Ove Kahler) 

Figures 1 and 2 highlight this growth, both of all titles and of formally refereed or reviewed 

journals, or serial periodicals.  
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It is important to note that the publishing environment is very dynamic, and journals fail as 

well as succeed, as illustrated in Table 3 of Ulrich’s data for the same time period. 

 

Table 3. Journals which ceased publication for any reason over the period for which Ulrich’s 

Periodicals had records, up to 2008 (courtesy of Ove Kahler) 

 

 The Global Academic Publishing Environment in the  2000s 

In general terms, and regardless of numbers, the academic publishing environment in the 

early 2000s was very different to today. Until the early 2000s, virtually all publishing was in 

print. I well recall discussions on the EJSO Board as to whether and when and how 

completely that our own Elsevier journal should ever move to an online only model. Many 

organisations were not focussed upon the fast-developing power of the Internet, and most 

websites were primitive in terms of functionality and usability by modern standards. 

 

Moreover, the ownership model of journals was still primarily subscription based, and 

article acceptance was usually free. Authors had none of the financial influence over 

editorial decision making and publisher behaviour which now characterises much of the 

publishing industry. Publishers were trusted for the academic content of journals, and 

publication malpractice of all forms was far less prevalent than it is now. 

 

In consequence, the original (2004) and new (2009- 2025) version of the SCOPUS Title 

Evaluation Platform (STEP), whose origins I describe in this essay, were designed for the 

Trusting and Trusted global academic publishing environment which sadly no longer exists. 
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The Technical Background to the SCOPUS Data Sets 

Modern bibliometric systems are constructs of the computer age. They have developed 

through an era of rapid technical change and evolution of methods for the storage, analysis 

and manipulation of the alphanumerical text and data which make up academic documents. 

 

Decisions around the purchase and implementation of systems which were made early in 

the era of change have to be constantly revisited and updated as new capabilities and 

standards emerge, and as market expectations for data accessibility and use evolve. Given 

the importance of system design and its limitations at each stage in its evolution, it is helpful 

to know of the general history of the technical systems that underpin our work for SCOPUS.    

 

More generally, publishing has been transformed through the digital era. This started in 

earnest in the public and commercial domain for academic publishers in the early 1990s, 

with the rapid development of the public internet, browsers and search engines, and of 

easily usable word processing, spreadsheets, powerful and other software tools, and 

iconographic computer screen interfaces. 

 

These advances in the public computing domain were mirrored by advances in commercial 

computing systems at speed and scale, and Elsevier was one of the early adopters of 

computing technology in academic publishing.  

Early decisions which were made on corporate and institutional computing systems have 

profound impacts upon the collective use and received wisdom about digital systems, as the 

costs of change and of interfering with the original data architectures are substantial. 

 

Dr Rob Schrauwen,  corporate Vice President for  Data and Platform Strategy, and the 

Research Data Platform at Elsevier, kindly provided some notes on the history of the system 

which led to the development and subsequent evolution of SCOPUS. Rob recalls that 

Elsevier first moved to Computer Aided Production (CAP) in 1995, with Standard 

Generalised Markup Language (SGML) Document Type Definitions (DTDs).   

 

Dwight Gunning, writing on the Edgartools infosite in February 2025, explains that:  
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“SGML emerged in the 1980s as a solution to the growing problem of how to structure and 

share documents across different systems and organizations. It was born from IBM's 

Generalised Markup Language (GML). SGML became an international standard (ISO 8879) 

in 1986. SGML can be thought of as the Latin of markup languages – it is not widely used 

directly today, but it gave birth to many of the markup languages that computer specialists 

use daily. 

 

SGML introduced several revolutionary concepts that we now take for granted: 

- Separation of Content and Presentation: Before SGML, document formatting was typically 

hardcoded. SGML introduced the concept of semantic markup, where content structure is 

separate from its presentation. 

 

DTDs: SGML introduced DTDs, which define the structure and rules for a document. This 

concept lives on in XML schemas and Javascript Object Notation (JSON) schemas. A DTD is a 

specification file that contains a set of markup declarations that define a document type for 

SGML-derived markup languages which include GML, SGML, XML, and HTML. Ite can be 

used to validate documents. 

 

- Platform Independence: SGML documents could be processed across different systems. 

This enabled the cross-platform compatibility which is standard today”. 

See (https://www.edgartools.io/sgml-grandfather-of-html/) 

 

In 1998, Elsevier moved to a computer based Production Tracking System, and in 1999 it 

launched Science Direct. These developments in turn permitted the generation of backfiles 

for selected journals and the addition of digital object identifier codes in 2000; articles in 

press in 2002; books and book series in 2003; and the launch of Scopus.com in 2004. 

 

In 2005, the SGML framework for documents in the Elsevier publishing systems was updated 

to the modern Extensible Markup Language, XML, which categorises and structures 

information and permits its exchange between disparate systems using metadata tags. 

 

   

https://www.edgartools.io/sgml-grandfather-of-html/
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In 2023, Elsevier moved to the Content Profile/Linked Document (CP/LD) standard.  

The National Information Standards Organization (NISO) Infosite (https://www.niso.org/ ) 

informs us that “the CP/LD standard is an application of HTML and JSON-LD to create 

semantic relationships between content and data elements in scholarly publishing. It permits 

the expression of self-describing, machine-actionable content for the reuse and interchange 

of scholarly research information.  

 

The format description defines a set of rules that outline the minimal characteristics of 

Linked Documents that conform to the standard, and a mechanism to define more detailed 

Content Profiles for specific use cases.  

 

CP/LD upgrades existing data models for journal articles, books, data sets, or semantic and 

metadata schemes. It allows the combination of arbitrary portions of content, data, 

semantics, and other resources from separate sources into a single, standards-based format 

which is optimized for interchange, search, and display.”  

 

This progression of data frameworks in turn underpinned the development of the SCOPUS 

AI and Science Direct AI tools, which were launched in 2024. 

 

My Introduction to the CSAB 

In early 2009, I knew very little of the SCOPUS system. My publishing experience was still 

focussed on my editorship of the EJSO, which still had another year to run. I was therefore 

intrigued when I received an email from Sarah Jenkins, who was my managing editor at 

Elsevier Science in Kidlington, Oxford, on 2nd Feb 2009, and to whom I remain most grateful 

for the introduction, to the effect that:  

 

“I have taken the liberty of nominating you as Elsevier's Scopus Subject Chair for Medicine.  

Scopus was launched in 2004 and now indexes more than 17,000 journals.  Scopus is 

growing all the time and we regularly receive requests to include new journals.  These 

journals need to be evaluated so that a decision can be made on whether or not they should 

be covered by Scopus. 

  

https://www.niso.org/
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We would like to appoint a specialist team, lead by a Chair, to evaluate the Medicine 

journals which are put forward for inclusion in Scopus.  I thought that you would do an 

excellent job as Chair, particularly in light of your interest in publication ethics and peer-

review (as a member of the Council of the Committee on Publication Ethics, COPE) and your 

experience as an Editor-in-Chief of seven years standing.  My Elsevier colleague, Ove Kahler, 

will be in touch with a formal invitation and more information on the role. ” 

 

That same day, Ove Kahler wrote to introduce himself and to say that: 

Scopus has been chosen to provide data for the yearly THES-QS World University Rankings. 

The OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) has opted for Scopus 

to enhance its research performance analysis for its (non)member countries.  

 

One of the key factors for making Scopus a success has been the continuous involvement and 

feedback from users and librarians. Innovative features like the Scopus Citation Tracker, 

Author Identifier and Affiliation Identifier have enhanced the product next to an additional 

4,000 journals that have been added over the last three years. Last year almost 2,000 titles 

were suggested by users, authors and editors. 

 

To maintain this development process, we have used a board of experts who act as advisors 

to Scopus on end-user needs and evaluate newly suggested journals. This Content Selection 

and Advisory Board (CSAB) consists of approximately 20 researchers and 10 librarians, who 

each represent different scientific disciplines.  

 

We are currently setting up a new process around the CSAB for evaluating suggested titles. 

Until now all CSAB members have been looking at titles that they choose to evaluate. This  

left  some titles without an evaluation. We therefore plan to assign the suggested titles in 

each subject area to one member on the CSAB, who is an active researcher in this field and 

will now serve as a Subject Chair. This Subject Chair will be responsible for the proper 

evaluation of all titles. He/she  can do this based on his own experience, or can also involve 

additional reviewers - either by appointing a Subject Panel or by approaching experts "on the 

fly" for advice on just one particular journal.  
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The function as Subject Chair may remind you of the role of the Editor-in-Chief of a journal. 

This is not by coincidence; this new approach of Scopus towards title evaluation was 

developed in close cooperation with the Elsevier publishing units.  

 

The ownership of the Subject Chair Medicine on the CSAB will involve the following: 

- Active participation in one board meeting per year; 

- Evaluation of all titles suggested in Medicine (last year the number was 205); 

- Leadership of the subject panel that you might choose to set up; 

- Willingness to speak at Elsevier events.  

 

We plan to hold the next board meeting 28-30 October 2009 in Cape Town, South Africa. We 

will cover expenses such as travel costs, and offer as a token of appreciation a stipend of 

USD 2,000 per year plus a fee of USD 10 per reviewed title ("pay per review"). 

 

I was very pleased to accept the offer, as it provided me with an intriguing opportunity to 

build upon the knowledge and experience which I had gained over the past six years in the 

Editorship of the EJSO. 

 

Ove continued to assemble the CSAB team on recommendations from among the Elsevier 

management team, and he followed up his email with an introductory paper  for the newly 

invited members of the SCOPUS CSAB, writing that: 

“According to Ulrich’s Periodical, there are over 60,000 scientific publications world-wide. By 

indexing over 17,000 titles, Scopus is already the broadest scientific abstract & citation 

database. An increasing number of journals is being suggested annually for inclusion in 

Scopus, with over 1,600 titles for 2009.  

 

The market opinion about the breadth of Scopus is divided: Some customers perceive the 

openness of Scopus to include regional sources as a strength, whereas others see this as a 

sign that Scopus is not selective enough.  

 

To address these concerns, Scopus needs to develop an efficient and effective approach 

towards title evaluation, which should achieve two objectives:  
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§ To Deliver Quality, so that the Scopus title selection will be trusted by the community;  

§ To Manage Quantity, by addressing the increasing number of title suggestions. 

 

Scopus handles its title selection via an independent board of experts, unlike Thomson’s 

approach with the Web of Science  to use internal systems for title evaluation) is highly 

respected by the market and has contributed to date to the positive reputation of Scopus. 

  

Until now, each CSAB member has decided him-/herself, which titles s/he will review.  

This selectivity has two negative effects, in that:  

§ CSAB members have limited  =responsibility for titles in which they are not interested.  

§ Many titles are not assigned to any reviewer, so they are not evaluated at all.  

 

The number of suggested titles per year also varies significantly by subject area – from only a 

very few ( in chemistry) to several hundreds (in Social Sciences). This leads to two further 

negative effects, vis:  

§ “Too many titles for too few reviewers”, with  a lower level of care for titles, and a limited 

spread of subject specialities across the CSAB. 

§ “Too few reviewers for each title”, with a higher risk of subjectivity if a title is reviewed by 

only one person.  

 

The current CSAB members base their review upon information that the Scopus team 

gathers for them: e.g. citedness of the suggested journal in Scopus, citedness of editorial 

board members, provenance of the authors, coverage in other A&I databases, and sample 

articles (PDF’s). However, there are no clear guidelines on how to apply and how to weigh 

these criteria. For example, “open access” may be used as a reason either for accepting or 

rejecting a title. The reviewers vote by logging on to the Scopus Title Evaluation Platform 

(STEP . STEP has three interfaces, for Suggestors, System Administrators and Reviewers. 

 

Following from the CSAB meeting in Buenos Aires in September 2008, we propose:.  

(1) To Create Subject Chairs within the CSAB and; 

(2) To establish a scoring system for evaluating titles.  
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The intended role of subject chairs within the CSAB  

Subject Chairs will be responsible for finalizing the vote for each title in their area of 

expertise, and they  will be free to make use of  reviewers from within and beyond the CSAB. 

They can also approach individuals “on the fly” in case for specialist advice on titles.  

 

Ove noted that the plan raised a number of issues to be addressed, in respect of.  

- The Profile of the Subject Chair – who would be an effective participant in the meetings; 

should be a researcher, with authority among the panel members; who will act as the 

gateway to Scopus; and who has the right (and capacity) to decide titles without assigning 

them to other reviewers.  

- Active membership of the CSAB. – Subject chairs would be members of the CSAB and 

provide yearly status report on the selection activity within their panel; they would attend 

CSAB meetings to discuss best practices and evaluation-related questions  

 

It was recognised that in order to secure these benefits 

– the computer based STEP system would need to be modified.  

- Subject Chairs would need dedicated admin rights to manage the review of titles  

- The Subject Chair role would require Incentivisation, as through: 

o Prestige (to be generated by effective marketing)  

o Remuneration on a “Pay per review” model (€10-15 per every title that was assigned to 

the subject chair), possibly combined with a base fee  

o Public recognition on a dedicated CSAB website  

 

Other considerations to be addressed included: 

- The number of titles to be assigned to each Subject Chair per annum; 

- The duration of tenure of each Subject Chair in post;  

- The scope of functions and frequency of CSAB meeting  

- the contribution of strategic advice Subject Chaisr to Scopus and to Elsevier 

- Representation of librarian perspectives at CSAB meetings  
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Ove’s Proposals for the Establishment of a Scoring System for Evaluating Titles.  

Ove proposed that we would develop a compulsory scoring system according to various 

criteria, e.g. “is this title highly cited” (assign 0 to 5 points).  These points would be weighted 

automatically by STEP, e.g. 20% for citedness of journal; 15% for citedness of editors; 10% 

for editorial policy; 5% for being indexed in important bibliographic databases, and so on c. 

The scores would build up, as the reviewer goes through the process.  

Some scores would be pre-generated by the system. Others would require expert 

evaluation.  Certain metrics – e.g. h-indices- might also be scored. .  

 

A scoring process would ensure consistency and objectivity, and generate quantitative and 

comparative data. Other suggestions for CSAB consideration included:  

- A trial period for journals in SCOPUS, with re-evaluation after two years titles, particularly  

for recently launched titles.  

- The suggestion and backfilling of well cited titles with references before 1996.  

- the spread of the title selection process over whole calendar year. 

 

02 March 2009, Ove emailed me to say that: 

There are currently 177 titles for review loaded to STEP. Note that this evaluation is still 

going to take place in the "old regime", i.e. with no Subject Chairs and Subject Panels 

involved. It would be an excellent opportunity for you to get to know the system in its 

current state. We are already in contact with our software development partners to adapt 

STEP for the new set-up. Please feel free to give your opinion on the 16 suggested titles in 

Medicine. 

 

I replied to Ove with a number of suggestions for the software team, in respect of  

1. The Subject Chair Vote: I felt it to be essential that there were both a free text 

section, and and a structured series of questions to address to help reviewers 

 

 2. The Information to be provided on the submitted Journal 

 There are a range of structured questions which those submitting their journals for 

publication need to complete, in respect of the ownership (commercial, society, sponsoring 

institution etc); the purpose of the journal; the date of origin of the journal; the number of 
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issues per year; the probity and ethics strategy of the journal; the target audience, the  

geographical and speciality market; the peer review practice; the primary language of 

publication (as this is not always obvious); reasons not to publish in English; the circulation 

of the journal; the perceived immediate competitor journals with a similar audience; the 

acceptance policy and rejection rates; the subspeciality areas of coverage within Medicine 

(or other subject); Information on coverage by PubMed and other databases, or reasons for 

exclusion; and the identity and authority of the individual writing the commentary and 

remarks on the Journal.  

 

3. Other Suggestions for Improved System Design: 

- Such information would give the reviewer a much clearer understanding of what the 

journal is about, particularly where we are dealing with small regional journals in a language 

other than English.  

 - It would also be useful to have a more detailed search on each submitted journal to link 

directly through to the contents pages and possibly the abstracts, which could then be 

scored by a number of semi objective criteria. 

- Such information and objective criteria would also give you valuable intelligence for future 

business development. 

 - Unless there is some quality control and assurance input which can be recorded and 

audited as to why decisions are made, you may as well just accept all comers. Indeed, it 

would be most interesting to have the opportunity to have a look at the historic acceptance 

or rejection decisions and to understand how they have been made. 

 - Such information will also with time thelp drive up the quality of the literature. 

 I concluded with the note that: 

“I hope these first thoughts are helpful, as you could presumably easily be getting on with 

them in advance of forthcoming board meetings. This is a fascinating challenge. Many 

thanks indeed for the invitation”. 

  

Ove kindly wrote back to say that:  

“I am impressed. On day one of your new task as Subject Chair you have gained/shown a 

really deep insight in the challenges of evaluating titles for an all-science database (your 

problem description is excellent). You have also generated quite a few new ideas.   
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Some of these ideas are already on our agenda - e.g. the "structure series of questions" (I 

used to call that a "scoring device", but I find your description actually more appropriate). 

Your suggestions of additional questions to be asked come at an excellent point of time, as 

we are currently in contact with our agency about extending STEP. 

 

My colleague Ulrika Nordlöf-Honée from Scopus marketing and I would like  to visit you in 

Southampton.  We arranged to meet on Tues, April 7th.. 

 

 On 5th April, Ove sent to me the draft of a scoring system, noting that: 

“The sheet incorporates a fictitious scoring for a fictitious journal. Feel free to play around 

and fill in other scores, and how that will change the overall score. This draft is subject to 

discussion on all levels: categories (of criteria), criteria, weighing of criteria within category, 

weighing of categories within overall score.” 

  

The Synopsis of my Meeting with Ove and Ulrika in Southampton 

We held a very convivial meeting on the 7th April at my home in Southampton, which I 

summarised for Ove as follows: 

“The Aims of SCOPUS must be clear. We agreed that there is room for improving both the 

commercial and the philosophical definition of the roles of SCOPUS, vis a vis other search 

engines, including Google Scholar and Thomson-ISI, and what added value SCOPUS does and 

should bring to the market place. 

 

We also discussed the problems of identifying the users of SCOPUS and their needs, and 

how these are met by SCOPUS in its present and possible future forms.  We recognised that 

the historic process of Journal inclusion into SCOPUS was unsatisfactory and arbitrary, and 

that a progressive review of previously accepted journals would be advisable. 

 

We discussed a number of possible models for journal inclusion in SCOPUS.  These notes 

were intended to help form the basis of improvements and clarification of the SCOPUS 

system, with a view to having a test system in place for the Meeting in early July, and a 

working system up and running by the time of the October Meeting in Cape Town, vis: 
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1. Accepting all applicant  journals in SCOPUS, which Ove estimates to be up to 200,000 

journals and serial publications, of which only 16,000 journals are presently on the system.   

 

2. We considered the minimum acceptance criteria for a journal; what models might make 

this cost-effective; and what data a journal would be expected to provide about itself to 

justify inclusion 

 

3. A strategy of expansion for SCOPUS on the present model, starting with the existing 

database and accepting accruals subject to “quality thresholds”. We agreed that there were 

parallels between the processes of selecting manuscripts of quality  for publication in a 

journal and journals on quality for inclusion within SCOPUS, and the various processes and 

strategies by which editors conduct this function and reach decisions. 

 

4. We agreed that it would be beneficial if SCOPUS were to take a proactive approach to 

helping journals/editors/publishers to develop to a standard which would merit inclusion by 

acceptable and supportable criteria.  

 

5. The new selection criteria might also be applied retrospectively to previously included 

journals. 

 

6.  SCOPUS should take a long term view of its dealings with applicant journals rather than a 

one-off accept or reject decision. Thus, a journal which was initially deemed unacceptable 

for whatever reason would be supported to develop and re-apply at a later date.  

 

Publisher-supplied information for inclusion of journals in SCOPUS 

We agreed that it would be helpful to secure publisher-supplied data for STEP, including: 

- The title, Aims and Scope of the journal, and the subject areas covered; 

- The ISI Impact Factor over the past (5) years, if Registered with ISI; 

- The mode of publication (Print, Internet etc), and the Web Site; 

- The frequency of publication, the target market and the language of publication; 

- The Print and Internet circulation (as measured by downloaded articles); 

- The ownership of the Journal; 
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- The identity of the Editor and the terms of appointment of Editorial team 

- Plagiarism policy, membership of publisher associations and COPE 

- Peer review policy 

- The numbers of articles of each type published each year 

- The provision of English abstracts. 

 

Subjective and Qualitative Criteria for the Appraisal of Journals by Subject Chairs 

Once in the assessment pipeline, the journal would be subject to a qualitative appraisal by 

the relevant SCOPUS Board Editor, Associates and nominees, if necessary with input from 

local language specialists. The Journal would be assessed subjectively by considering: 

- A list of contents for the past three issues 

- PDFs of all or selected papers from the past three issues. 

 

Articles from the submitted journal would be assessed and scored for quality by way of (eg): 

- conformity with the journal’s stated aims and with publication ethics; 

- clarity of title, aims and abstract; mean length of journal articles; 

- subjective assessment of qualityy of editing and proof reading; and  

Feedback would be offered to the Publishers and Editor with suggestions and a timescale for 

changes if the decision is rejection (at this time).” 

 

Ove generously thanked me for “a great meeting in Southampton and a fresh way of 

thinking”. In early June 2009, he wrote to me to say:  

“Your input allowed us to further improve the scoring card in various ways...Your responses 

about the scoring system also helped us to identify the most important issues around title 

evaluation, e.g. how to deal with journals that do not publish in English....  

 

“we have uploaded 96 titles to the new version of the Scopus Title Evaluation Platform 

(STEP), where you can find plenty of information about the suggested titles - including 

sample PDF's of full-text articles.  
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Voting and Subject Chair Decision making on Title Selection 

“Per title you will be asked to assign a vote: "yes, take title" or "no, reject title" with  reasons 

for your decision and to indicate the "level of confidence",  and to finalize your votes.” 

 

On 16th June 2009, Ove wrote to all members of the outgoing  (2004-2008) Board, and of 

the newly appointed board, to update us on the plans: 

- To develop subject-related evaluation committees, headed by Subject Chairs 

- To develop a scoring system for evaluating titles. 

- To capture pre-1996 articles and references.  

-to identify missing issues of accepted  journals post-1995.  

- to track the currency of Scopus, with a bi-monthly “Content Currency Dashboard” (CCD) to 

measure the speed of incorporation of newly published issues of listed journals into Scopus.  

 

Ove also reported a change in leadership of the Elsevier team, in that the ownership of the 

CSAB team now rested with the new “Marketing Partner Relations” team comprising  

Derrick Duncombe (based in Singapore) and Dash Brookins (based in New York).  

 

The meeting of Scopus Subject Chairs in Noordwijk,The Netherlands 2-3 July 2009 

In early July, the newly appointed Board met for the first time. The meeting comprised a 

combination of presentations, plenum discussions and breakout sessions, which set the 

pattern for future meetings.  

 

We also set the tone for the open, robust and convivial debates, and discussions continued 

into the evening at local restaurants, which established another enduring practice of group 

bonding.  The programme is reproduced below (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. The agenda for the Board Meeting in Noordwijk, July 2nd-3rd  2009 
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Figure 4  The meeting attendees at Noordwijk. From left to right, initials as per the names 

on Table 4; MP,UN-H, PM, JW, PB, DR, KH, CR, RW, PS, JR-S, EB, MW, GS, Ove Kahler and GP. 

 

Evan Bieske University of Melbourne Australia 
Subject Chair for Physics & Astronomy, Chemistry, 

Chemical Engineering, Mathematics, Energy, Materials 

Ger Spikman Wageningen University Netherlands 
Subject Chair for Agricultural & Biological Sciences; 

Immunology & Microbiology 

Peter Miller  Med Univ South Carolina USA Subject Chair for Psychology, Veterinary Sciences 

Manolis 

Papadrakakis 

National Technical 

University Athens 
Greece Subject Chair for Engineering 

Richard Whatmore University of Sussex U.K. Subject Chair for Arts & Humanities 

Jörg-Rudiger Sack Carleton University Canada Subject Chair for Computer Science 

Peter 

Brimblecombe 
University of East Anglia U.K. 

Subject Chair for Earth & Planetary Science; Environmental 

Science 

Peter Stambrook University of Cincinnati USA 
Subject Chair for Pharmacology, Toxicology and 

Biochemistry, Genetics, Molecular Biology; Neuroscience 

David Rew University of Southampton U.K. Subject Chair for Medicine 

Karen Holland University of Salford U.K. Subject Chair for Nursing; Health Professions 

James Wright Univ. of Central Florida USA Subject Chair for Social Sciences 

Gerard Pfann University of Maastricht Netherlands Subject Chair for Economics/Business 

Ulrika Nordlöf-Honée Elsevier Netherlands Solutions Marketing Manager 

Ove Kähler Elsevier Netherlands Senior Product Manager  

Monique Wilbers Elsevier Netherlands Executive Assistant  

Cameron Ross Elsevier Netherlands Head of Scopus  

Table 4. The members of the new CSAB with Elsevier colleagues in Noordwijk.  
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Figure 4 . The distribution of 1450 newly accepted journals by subject in the new Arts and 

Humanities portfolio in 2009 

 

Ove also announced  the official launch of the Arts & Humanities journal content on Scopus, 

with the addition of 1,450 A&H journals (Figure 4). He summarised the Noordwijk meeting 

as follows: 

 This first board meeting of the new Scopus Subject Chairs was a true success, with many 

tangible outcomes for the title evaluation process and from a motivational “bonding” 

perspective – I gained the impression that this meeting helped turning a bunch of strong (!) 

individuals into an even stronger team – sharing a vision and clear views on what needs to 

be achieved.  

 

Peter Stambrook compiled the Minutes of the Noordwijk Meeting for us. He recorded that 

the agenda was structured around two major topics.   

- How will the new scoring system support the title evaluation process? 

- What are the tasks of the newly created function of a “Subject Chair”?  

- He noted that the number of scientific serial publications world-wide is estimated to be 

about 200,000. Currently Scopus covers 18,000 titles.   

- We agreed that the question of exclusivity versus inclusivity was similar to the question of 

balancing quality against quantity.  
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- We considered whether Scopus should set a target for the number of titles, with opinions 

varying from  20,000 to 80,000 titles.  

- We discussed the proposed scoring system to evaluate quality, and the relative merits of .  

a numerical scale and a descriptive model, and the merits of recommending improvements 

for marginal journals. 

- We discussed whether a submission fee should be charged to a publisher for having a 

journal evaluated. It was decided to not proceed with this idea at this point  

- We discussed a range of other parameters, including: 

- The importance of English language abstracts: 

- Sample documents: publishers should submit 10 articles from three recent issues. 

- Citedness of journal and of the editors:  

- The provision of English-language websites 

- It was agreed that each title should be assigned only to one Subject Chair, who then will be 

the owner of this title and its evaluation.  

- A drop down menu of decisions for each journal, along the lines of: 

Other areas for discussion included: 

-  Accept with confidence,  Accept with uncertainty; Review in 1/3/5 years; or Reject:  

- A phased programme of revisiting existing journals on the system. 

 

Journal Ethics Adherence and SCOPUS  

I also noted that I was concurrently engaged as a Council Member for COPE, the Committee 

on Publication Ethics.  COPE was and is committed to raising ethical standards in Journal 

publication worldwide, and it was enjoying dramatic growth and support.  

Given that quality in publication was at the heart both of the COPE and the SCOPUS 

agendas, I wondered whether we could discuss possible synergies between the two 

organisations at the forthcoming Cape Town Meeting, which I could report back to the COPE 

Council. 

  

We did not take this specific proposal forwards, but the discussion set the scene for the 

subsequent development of an Ethical Standards Policy for SCOPUS which had very wide 

ranging impact , and about which I will write about further in a following essay. 
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The SCOPUS CSAB Meeting in Cape Town, 28th-30th October 2009:  

This meeting was the 7th meeting of the outgoing advisory board since 2003,  and the first 

meeting of the new CSAB. The meeting combined both the membership of the first board 

and the new board. In the course of the meeting, we discussed : 

- the search and management of specialist referees for particular journals, for example to 

help with language issues;  

- the design of the interface for the title dashboard;  

- Challenges with decision making and communicating decisions to publishers 

- we were introduced to the SCIMAGO Journal ranking system and to plans to introduce new 

metrics to SCOPUS; 

- we were introduced to the new strategy of including A&H journals into SCOPUS, under the 

leadership of historian Professor Richard Whatmore, then of Sussex University 

 

“Life is not a Democracy!” 

The Cape Town meeting was noteworthy for the breadth, depth and diversity of (sometimes 

heated) discussions. These prompted Ove Kahler memorably to announce at one point that 

“life is not a democracy!” for which he has often since been quoted to bring animated 

board discussions to a conclusion.  

 

The Minutes of the Cape Town meeting record that we discussed many topics, including: 

- The definition and handling of local and regional journals;  

- measuring the academic activity of the editorial board ;  

- manuscript submission and rejection rates; 

- Early iterations of article processing fees and their significance;   

- Definitions of Content, Citedness and Regularity;  

 - “consistency” of content across issues:  

- Online availability of the journal and the possession of a website;  

- stopping capture of the “number of subscribing libraries” using to World Cat.  

- Whether “international” and “regional” journals should be similarly evaluated or 

distinguished in separate divisions; 

- The development of regional and subsidiary CSABs, as with the Thai advisory board. 

- Should newly launched journals be evaluated like any other journal  
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- Should a Journal have to publish at least X months/ years/ issues, before they are 

considered for inclusion?  

- Should Scopus directly accept all (new) journals from designated and “trusted” publishers?  

- What defines a designated or a trusted publisher, and what would be the public 

perceptions and consequences of preferential treatment of publishers ”?  

- When can rejected journals re-apply for inclusion?  

- Should we re-evaluate accepted journals after a probationary period of x months/ years?  

- When should we apply the new STEP criteria to the currently indexed journals?  

- Could we apply metrics to define journals for re-evaluation?  

- How should we deal with non-journal sources, vis  Books and Conference papers?  

 

The SCIVAL Academic Performance Measurement System  

We were also introduced to the new Elsevier SCIVAL system, which drew upon data from 

SCOPUS. SCIVAL was designed as a web based decision assistance too for the comparative 

performance analysis of authors and researchers, departments, institutions and national 

outputs (Figure 5) and by SPOTLIGHT, its powerful data visualisation interface.  

 

Figure 5. An image from an early iteration of the SCIVAL Spotlight interface, as presented to 

us by Helen de Mooij of Elsevier. The SCIVAL concept was developed by Kevin Boyack and 

colleagues as the University of California San Diego  Map of Science (Borner et al 2012).  
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Regional Guest Speakers at the Board Meeting 

We also established a tradition for the new CSAB of inviting local speakers with a regional 

knowledge of academic publishing to present loco-regional perspectives on selected topics. 

Dr. Taurai Imbayarwo of Africa Science Trackers spoke on the subject of “Towards the 

coverage of more African Published peer-reviewed journals”. 

 

 Dr. Imbayarwo expressed the urgent need by African nations to create knowledge intensive 

societies has raised concerns about the visibility and quantity of “African Science”. Results 

from a number of international databases have prompted the question “Why journals from 

the continent covered in international indices are so few on a continent with 15% of the 

world’s population?” 

 

We have returned to these questions many times since 2009 and we have adopted a range 

of solutions and new technologies to help us to address the implicit goals of the SCOPUS 

Content Selection Advisory Board.  

 

My Appreciation of Ove Kahler’s work for the Subject Title Evaluation Platform  

The modernisation of the STEP system at the outset of my participation  with the SCOPUS 

CSAB was in no small measure due to the bounding energy and personal leadership skills of 

Ove Kahler. Reflecting on his transformational work and insights 16 years later, I remain 

deeply impressed at the speed and clarity of the changes that he led, and his willingness to 

go the extra miles (and over the English Channel) to build the key relationships. 

 

With the global Covid Pandemic of 2019 to 2022 now firmly behind us, and before the era of 

TEAMS and Zoom, it is noteworthy that this work was accomplished by a coherent team, 

working in traditional ways out of an office in Amsterdam, with the software development 

team in the same city, under clear leadership.   

 

In my opinion, it was a great loss to SCOPUS and to Elsevier when Ove was snapped up for a 

senior appointment with the Dutch academic publisher Brill, which merged with the German 

publisher De Gruyter in 2024 and is now headquartered in Berlin. 
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General Observations on the role of Members of the CSAB for  Elsevier BV 

Elsevier BV has been sustained down the centuries by a strong corporate culture. The 

decision to appoint an external Advisory Board of non-Elsevier employees rather than an in-

house Board was therefore a bold step. 

 

The SCOPUS CSAB members are not employees of Elsevier, but it must be noted that Board 

participation is a stipendiary role with funds from Elsevier, and that in general the Board 

members have been tried and tested as Elsevier journal editors.  

 

Members of the Board also recognise the implicit tension that exists with the community of 

publishers because Elsevier is both an academic publisher itself and the owner of SCOPUS.  

 

The board has a diverse composition of members from different professional cultures, ages 

and geographic regions, with different personalities and opinions. However, all are driven by 

a sense of public service and a wider perspective and concerns about the trustworthiness of 

academic inputs and outputs across global academic activity.  

 

The continuity of Board membership is balanced by a steady turnover of members for 

various reasons, but the collegiality and sense of mutual support has endured.  

 

Discussions are often vigorous but never personal as ideas are bounced around the room, 

and the diversity of views generally creates better solutions than the initial proposals.  

 

The role of the CSAB has also matured well beyond journal validation since 2009 as trust has 

been built between the Board and Senior Elsevier managers, and Board meetings are often 

used as a sounding board for new ideas, content policies and expansion plans, and wider 

commercial strategies.   

 

Elsevier managers partake in these discussions and they have the opportunity and freedom 

to draw on the discussions and feed the outputs into Elsevier corporate planning as they see 

fit.  
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Board cohesion and focus is sustained by two three-day meetings annually, either in the 

Amsterdam headquarters of Elsevier or in third party venues,  along with a continuous two 

way flow of emails, and (since the Covid pandemic) increasing use of short topic specific 

meetings on Zoom or Teams. Board members also provide continuous surveillance of the 

global news feeds in their specialist and general reading, and feed key articles and 

discussion points into the common pool. 

 

The role of the board has further expanded into teaching and education, through invited 

seminars and webinars in many countries , and through support for the development of 

subsidiary regional advisory boards in Thailand, Russia, China and South Korea. 

 

In future essays in this series, I will describe the impact and adaptation of the work of the 

Board and the development of the SCOPUS system in response to radical changes in 

academic publishing, publication malpractice and artificial intelligence systems. The scale 

and impact of these changes were not anticipated in 2009, and the work and experiences of 

the Board have strategic relevance to the future of academic publishing.      
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The face of SCOPUS! Service through three decades: Professor Peter Brimblecombe, 

pictured in 2009 for SCOPUS promotional material. Peter  joined the Board in 2004 as the 

Subject Chair for Environmental Sciences and he continues to contribute his specialist 

knowledge, insights and mentorship to it in 2025. 


