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The Journal Citation Reports, first published 
in 1975, is an annual compendium of citation 
data that provides a systematic and objective 
means to assess influence and impact at the 
journal and category levels. It contains reports 
on citation performance for science and 
social science journals and the relationships 
between citing and cited journals. To 
receive a Journal Impact Factor a journal 
must be covered in the Science Citation 
Index Expanded or Social Sciences Citation 
Index of the Web of Science. Only journals 
covered in these citation indexes are eligible 
to appear in Journal Citation Reports (JCR) 
and receive a Journal Impact Factor (JIF). 
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How is the JCR used?

The Journal Impact Factor was originally developed by 
Drs. Eugene Garfield and Irving H. Sher as a metric 
to aid in selection of additional journals for the newly 
created Science Citation Index. Today librarians continue 
to use the JCR as a tool in building and managing their 
journal collections. Publishers use the JCR to gauge 
journal performance and assess their competitors.

How is the Journal Impact 
Factor calculated?

The JIF is defined as citations to the journal in the JCR 
year to items published in the previous two years, divided 
by the total number of scholarly items, also known as 
citable items, (these comprise articles and reviews) 
published in the journal in the previous two years. 

Journal Impact Factor Numerator

The numerator of the JIF consists of any citation 
to the journal as defined by the title of the journal, 
irrespective of what item in the journal might be 
cited. Each cited reference in a scholarly publication 
is an acknowledgement of influence. JCR therefore 
aggregates all citations to a given journal in the 
numerator regardless of cited document type.

The citations that comprise the JIF numerator are 
drawn from the journal and proceedings indexes in 
Web of Science Core Collection (Science Citation 
Index Expanded, Social Sciences Citation Index, 
Arts & Humanities Citation Index, Emerging Sources 
Citation Index, and both the Science and Social 
Science and Humanities editions of the Conference 
Proceedings Citation Index). Citations from the Book 
Citation Index do not contribute toward JCR metrics.

Source paper 
- published 
in 2015

Cited reference 
- published in 
2013 or 2014All previous 

years
2013 2014 2015 2016

2015 Journal Impact Factor = (2015 citations to items in 2014 + 2015 
citations to items in 2013) / (citable items in 2014 + citable items in 2013).

2015 citations captured from journals and proceedings in 
any/all items published to a journal in the 2013 and 2014

2015 JIF =

Numerator

Denominator
Number of Articles and Reviews (citable items) 
published in the journal in 2013 and 2014
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Journal Impact Factor Denominator

Citable items in JCR are defined as all materials 
indexed in Web of Science as articles and reviews 
papers. Items with any other document type, including 
editorial material, letter, and meeting abstract, are 
not included in the denominator of the JIF.

Document types are assigned at the section level, 
and each journal is evaluated individually for the 
characteristics of the items in each section. In our 
consideration of the sections of a journal and what 
document type they are to have upon indexing, 
we review the following elements that are typical 
bibliographic characteristics of scholarly works:

•	 Abstract

•	 Descriptive article titles

•	 Named author with author addresses

•	 Article length

•	 Cited References

•	 Data content

No single feature defines a “citable” item – but 
consideration of all of these, across many examples of 
the items in each section results in a strongly consistent 
association between items identified as “citable” (articles 
and reviews) and items whose citations create the JIF.

JCR and Web of Science

A key difference between Web of Science and JCR is 
that Web of Science is continually updated, while the JCR 
data represents a snapshot from a specific time, namely, 
the date when the data were extracted for analysis. This 
difference reflects the essential nature of each product.  

•	 Web of Science is a vital and evolving record of the 
dynamic world of scholarly communication. New source 
material is added continually and new citations to 
older records are continually included and indexed.

•	 JCR, on the other hand, is a report on the citation 
impact of a defined set of journals at a given moment in 
time. As a result, JCR provides insight into the citation 
performance of each journal in a given year measuring 
impact and influence in general as well as citation 
impact in the well-defined context of each journal’s  
subject category.

Therefore, attempts to use Web of Science data to 
replicate JCR metrics are not appropriate and will lead 
to results that may vary from those reported in JCR. 

The JCR also differs from Web of Science in the 
following sense: If one piece of citation-related data 
changes in a Web of Science article, only that one 
article and those to which it connects directly are 
affected. More citations may link to that article, but 
those citations were not linked anywhere else previously. 
If citation-related data changes for one journal in the 
JCR, all journals might be affected. For example, if the 
item count changes for one journal, not only does that 
change the JIF for that journal, but also the median 
and aggregate Impact Factors for any/all categories in 
which the journal appears. It will also affect the rank in 
category for many or even all the journals in a category.

Finally, the Article Influence® metric for each journal is 
based on item counts for every journal. Changing one 
journal’s JIF denominator would require re-calculation 
of the Article Influence score for every journal in 
both editions. JCR is a network of interconnected 
data, and if one piece of data changes, it changes 
the overall network’s structure and morphology, 
sometimes drastically. It is for the aforementioned 
reasons that the JCR is reloaded only once per year, 
with all data updates occurring simultaneously.



5Clarivate Analytics  |  Journal Citation Reports: A Primer 
on the JCR and Journal Impact Factor

Handling Journal Title Variations 
in Cited References

There is great variation in how authors format citations, 
including how cited works (also known as source or 
journal titles) appear in those citations. Handling this 
issue is of critical importance for the JCR to properly 
attribute and aggregate journal-level metrics. To manage 
these variants, JCR editors build a series of dictionary 
entries associating each preferred title with a set of 
variant forms for the cited work. These entries are 
derived using direct observation and analysis of cited 
reference data. JCR editors have access to more than 
1 billion cited references in Web of Science as well 
as to specialized citation reports that are prepared 
for each JCR production cycle. Variants can include 
alternative abbreviated forms, alternate spellings, 
common misspellings or typographical errors, part 
numbers, numbered supplements, and others. Any 
observed variant that can be associated unambiguously 
with the covered title is included in the dictionary.

Timing of Appearance

Journals only appear in the JCR when there are three 
complete and known years of source data; this is 
always and uniformly the case. This is because the JIF is 
defined as citations in the JCR year to items published 
in the previous two years, divided by the total number of 
scholarly items published in those previous two years.

New journals, i.e., those starting from volume 1, 
issue 1, can be included in the JCR after their first 
year because their prior two years of source data 
are known—as zero. Journals that have undergone a 
title change are another instance of this exception. 
In both scenarios these journals would not receive a 
JIF, but are still listed in the JCR with other metrics 
to their credit,like the Immediacy Index, that can be 
calculated on the source data we have for that journal.

Title Changes

There is a defined series of events that occur when 
a journal changes its title for the JCR production. 
The following scenario applies to a journal that 
releases with a new title in the year 2016. Editorial 
Development evaluates all new titles for continuing 
coverage. Assuming the new title is selected, the 
following happens across the years 2015-2019.

In 2015, Journal A publishes its last issue. The 
first issue in 2016 is newly titled Journal B. 

When the year 2015 JCR is published in June of 2016, 
only Journal A will be listed (since there were neither 
articles nor citations for Journal B in the year before its 
release). It will show all JCR data: Total Citations, JIF, 
Immediacy Index, source item counts, cited and citing 
journal data, and cited and citing half-life calculations.

When the year 2016 JCR is published, in June of 2017, 
Journal A will have a listing containing Total Citations 
and an Impact Factor based on citations in 2016 to 
content in 2015 and 2014. It will also have cited journal 
data and a cited half-life, but no other metrics are 
applicable. Journal B will have a listing containing Total 
Citations, Immediacy Index (based on citations in 2016 
to articles published in 2016), and source item counts. 
It will have citing journal data and a citing half-life. 

When the year 2017 JCR is published in June of 2018, 
Journal A will be listed with Total Citations and an 
JIF (based on Citations in 2017 to articles published 
in 2015 only). It will also have cited journal data and 
a cited half-life, but no other metrics. Journal B will 
have a listing containing all citation data and metrics 
- however, the JIF will be based on citations in 2017 
to items published in 2016 only. The JIF for Journal A 
in 2015 would be deceptively high, since it is based 
on a section of the citation time-course that is higher, 
or even peaked. The JIF for Journal B, on the other 
hand, will be deceptively low, since it is based on 
citations to quite recent articles, before most journals 
and subjects have fully developed citations. It is fairly 
simple math to combine the two JIF to gauge the overall 
performance of the title across the period of transition. 

Finally, in the year 2018 JCR, published in June 
of 2019, only Journal B will be listed - with 
complete citation data and metrics. All further 
years, of course, will show only the new title. 
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JCR Suppression

We remain committed to publishing meaningful metrics 
that accurately represent a journal’s usage and influence, 
and journal suppression was adopted as a means of 
maintaining the integrity of those metrics. We analyze the 
Science and Social Sciences editions separately for the 
most recent completed year of citation data, and journals 
showing anomalous citation practices are suppressed for 
that same JCR data year. Suppressed journals are eligible  
to be re-listed the following year provided that the 
citation anomalies have resolved to a level where 
we can again publish a meaningful Journal Impact 
Factor that reflects the real use of the journal 
among the broader scholarly community.

Factors considered in the journal self-citation analysis 
are: total citations; JIF rank in category (by JIF); proportion 
of self-citations in the JIF numerator; and the effects of 
journal self-citation on both the JIF and rank in category.

Factors considered in the journal citation stacking 
analysis include: total citations; JIF; donor journal’s 
proportion of recipient journal’s total citations 
and JIF numerator citations; and concentration of 
citations exchanged in the 2-year JIF window. 

Misuse of the Journal Impact Factor

The JIF was originally conceived as an aid for libraries 
in deciding which journals to purchase. JIF is a 
journal-level metric, so it’s not appropriate to use as 
a proxy measure for any other entity. The fact of a 
journal being highly cited really tells us little or nothing 
about the specific authors who have published in that 
journal. It is more appropriate to use Web of Science 
or InCites to measure the output and influence of 
authors, institutions, regions, or documents. 

Also, we are aware that many journals falsely claim to be 
covered in Web of Science and to have, therefore, an 
“impact factor.” Such misrepresentations of our products 
and our brands are often meant to mislead potential 
authors that a journal has met our high standards 
for inclusion in our indexes. Please make use of our 
publicly available tools to review journals’ claims.

JCR Release Year Journal A Journal B

2016 All Metrics Not Listed

2017
Total Citations, JIF, Cited 
Journal Data, Cited Half-Life

Total Citations, Immediacy Index, 
Source Item Counts, Cited 
Journal Data, Cited Half-Life

2018
Total Citations, JIF with 2015 
Citable Items Only, Cited 
Journal Data, Cited Half-Life

All, JIF with 2016 Citable Items Only

2019 Not Listed All Metrics

Title Changes
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Acceptable Data Use

Broad re-publication or free distribution of JCR data 
is not permitted. We do allow distribution of JCR data 
if it is kept within the subscribing institution. In that 
case, the JCR should be appropriately acknowledged 
as the source and the recipients should be made 
aware of the fact that posting the data to the Web 
will violate the institution’s license agreement.

Use of the JCR data for marketing, public relations, 
news stories or publication as part of bibliographic 
or bibliometric research will require permission from 
Clarivate Analytics. We will ask to see the specific data 
and format in which they wish to publish and will provide 
any additional information regarding citation of the source.

Accessing the JCR

Thousands of institutions and consortia world-wide 
purchase the JCR data annually. You may already have 
access to this information through your institutional 
library’s subscription. Please check with your 
institution or university library for access to the JCR.

More Information

The Master Journal List 

Please note that journals will appear on this list if 
they are covered in ANY product produced or hosted 
by Clarivate Analytics. It is important to click on the 
“Coverage” link to display the specific products. 

JIF Numerator

JIF Denominator

Acceptable Use

JCR Suppresions

JCR Self-citations

http://ip-science.tr.com/mjl/
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1087/20110208/abstract
http://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/184527
http://wokinfo.com/terms/
http://wokinfo.com/media/pdf/jcr-suppression.pdf
http://wokinfo.com/essays/journal-self-citation-jcr/
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Who we are

Clarivate Analytics is a team of 4,000 people passionate about science, innovation 
and improving our planet. Our broad knowledge of intellectual property, life sciences 
and scholarly research, coupled with deep vertical industry expertise, feed our genuine 
interest in helping our customers achieve their goals and make our world better.

Our backgrounds as scientists, lawyers, engineers, and academics allow 
us to virtually walk beside our clients — in research labs, courtrooms and 
university classrooms — in all the actions they  perform each day. 

From urban innovation centers to remote farmland fields, we are committed 
to raising the bar, pushing the envelope and going the extra mile. We 
bring the right technology, content and services to those who need them, 
where they need them, for the decisions that matter the most. 

A series of small steps, each day, every day, every year, across all 4,000 members of our 
team, amount to giant leaps in science and innovation for our clients — and the world.

We know we wouldn’t exist at Clarivate Analytics without our customers.  
That’s why we’re committed to walking beside you, understanding your needs  
and strategizing together — so we can collectively make a difference in this world.

We promise our best, so you can be at yours. 

To learn more, visit:
clarivate.com/scientific-and-academic-research/
research-evalution/journal-citation-reports/

REGIONAL OFFICES

North America
Philadelphia: +1 800 336 4474
	 +1 215 386 0100

Latin America
Brazil: +55 11 8370 9845
Other countries +1 215 823 5674

Europe, Middle East and Africa
London: +44 20 7433 4000

Asia Pacific
Singapore: +65 6775 5088
Tokyo: +81 3 5218 6500

clarivate.com
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