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What is a Journal Article? 

Scott R. Harris 

Like most words, the term article can have multiple meanings depending on the context. People outside 
of academia may think of newspapers and popular magazines when they hear the word article. Similarly, 
the idea of a journal may conjure up images of a diary or personal log of some sort.1 These connotations 
perturb researchers. It is no small feat to publish an article in a peer-reviewed academic journal. Such 
articles differ significantly from what appears in a local newspaper (such as the St. Louis Post-Dispatch or 
the Los Angeles Times), although that kind of writing can be important too. Informative articles also appear in 
periodicals such as Rolling Stone, Sports Illustrated, Time, or Newsweek, or on websites like CNN.com or the 
HuffingtonPost.com. But academic journals differ in several significant respects from these sorts of popular 
outlets. I’ll explain seven differences below. 

Journal Articles Versus Articles Published in Popular Outlets✩ ✩

1) Journal articles are usually lengthier than popular articles. 

Articles in the popular press often (but not always) contain only a few paragraphs or pages of text. In contrast, 
social science journal articles are much longer. The average article probably runs 25 double-spaced pages in 
length when printed from a personal computer (or around 6,000 words). Article length varies by outlet, though. 
The American Sociological Review (ASR) limits authors to a total of 15,000 words; the American Journal of 
Public Health (AJPH) sets the maximum at 3,500 words.2 

2) Journal articles take more time to compose. 

Although there are exceptions, newspaper or magazine articles may be written in less than a week or 
even less than a day. Journalists should be applauded for their efforts to understand and convey the latest 
happenings while meeting frenetic deadlines. However, scholarly researchers should be applauded for their 
efforts too. My guess is that the average journal article takes six months to complete—six months of part- or 
full-time labor. Some may be written in a matter of weeks; others take a year or more. 

3) Journal articles involve extensive reviews of the literature. 

In the process of preparing to write an article, a scholar may read dozens if not hundreds of relevant works. 
The author may cite only a fraction of these and include them in the reference section, but there are likely 
many other texts they have read before and during the time they spent composing their own work. Scholars 
must almost always carefully indicate how their own work builds on or compares to previously published 
work. Usually, authors of newspaper and magazine articles are under no such obligation, though they may 
occasionally mention a recent publication or interview an expert. 

4) Journal articles typically involve more rigorous exploration of theoretical 
assumptions. 

Scholars spend much time thinking and writing about the theoretical frameworks that they operate within. Any 
piece of data, or any set of facts, can be interpreted in different ways. One reason why academic authors 
conduct extensive literature reviews is so they can carefully consider the various theoretical perspectives 
that may be brought to bear on their topics. Authors may then make informed but creative use of these 
perspectives, for example, by attempting to contrast or integrate Marxism with particular ideas from 
functionalism, symbolic interactionism, feminism, or rational choice theory. 
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5) Academic journals are usually competitive, and the editors accept a minority 
of submissions. 

Better academic journals—such as Social Problems and the Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology—tend to accept only 10% to 15% of the articles that are submitted. Less prestigious outlets may 
average a 20% to 50% acceptance rate. This differs from the kinds of newspaper or magazine articles that 
editors may assign to a journalist on their staff, with the expectation that a reasonably well-written piece has 
a high likelihood of appearing later that day, week, or month. Publishing an academic article involves a higher 
risk of rejection as experts compete against each other for coveted journal space. It’s a grueling process that 
can last months or years in part because of the next point. 

6) Academic journal articles are evaluated by an anonymous panel of experts 
before being accepted for publication. 

After an author spends an average of six months writing an article, he or she is still many months if not 
years away from seeing the work in print. This is in large part due to the screening process that journals use. 
Journal editors rely on a large cadre of volunteer peer reviewers to evaluate submitted manuscripts. Except 
for manuscripts that an editor rejects out of hand (e.g., due to low quality or inappropriate topic), journal 
articles are subjected to harsh scrutiny from experts who may have (in many cases) already published on the 
article’s general topic. Usually, the review process is double-blind: The peer reviewers do not know who the 
author is and vice versa. This allows reviewers to be frank and forthcoming in their criticisms. Editors obtain 
feedback from about three reviewers, examine the reviewers’ comments, and send a decision letter to the 
article’s author. This stage of the process usually takes a few months, and the outcome is almost never an 
immediate acceptance. In most cases, the outcome is rejection. The remaining authors are invited to revise 
and resubmit their manuscripts after composing a new draft that takes into account the criticisms of reviewers. 
Making those changes can take days, weeks, or months, then the author’s revised draft may (depending on 
the editor’s discretion) be subjected to yet another round of peer review. 

Newspaper and magazine articles may be put through various editorial screening processes, but rarely are 
they as rigorously vetted as journal articles. 

7) Journal articles often report the results of authors’ original research using 
empirical data that is collected via careful methodological strategies. 

Scholars tend to spend a lot of time thinking about their samples, interview questions, data analysis 
techniques, and so on. Researchers aren’t perfect, but they usually do much more than quote eye witnesses 
or government officials. Social scientists try to do something resembling science, which—after taking a course 
or two on methodology—any undergraduate should be able to recognize as distinct from much (but not all) of 
what journalists do. 

✩Journal Articles Versus Chapters in Books ✩

To an untrained eye, the articles that appear in an issue of a journal may look like chapters that appear in 
a book. A single issue of a journal may contain as many as 10 or 15 articles and run well over 100 pages 
in length. To an inexperienced reader, an issue of an academic journal may look like a book of some sort. 
Moreover, when libraries collect a year’s worth of issues and bind them together, the result is something that 
may look like a very long and impressive tome. 

Yet, there are some important differences between journal articles and book chapters. 

1) Compared to the articles that appear in an issue of a journal, the chapters of 
a book are usually more closely related to each other, often flowing in a linear 
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or cumulative fashion. 

Whether authored by a sole individual or assembled by an editor who gathers the works of others, book 
chapters tend to lead from one into the other and then add up to some larger whole that hangs together. 
In contrast, journals often include articles that (comparatively) have little to do with each other. In the vast 
majority of cases, the authors of adjoined papers did not know they were each contributing to the same issue. 
Journal editors usually do not solicit the papers as part of a preplanned, coherent theme. And each paper 
tends to be crafted as a stand-alone piece—as a paper that does not depend on or in any way refer to the 
other articles that appear in the same issue. 

Metaphorically speaking, the articles that appear in a journal are more like hotel guests who coincidentally 
reserved a room on the same floor rather than close friends or family members who purposefully share a 
house together. 

There are some exceptions to this tendency, the foremost being special issues. An issue of a journal is 
special not because it is intellectually challenged in some way (though skeptical readers may occasionally 
have doubts) but because its papers were solicited, reviewed, and assembled in light of a particular theme.3 

2) Chapters in edited books are more frequently invited submissions rather 
than open submissions. 

When a scholar gets an idea (and interest from a publisher) to edit a book on a particular topic, she or he 
will contact prospective authors who have expertise related to a subtheme of that topic. The editor informs 
authors of her or his plans to edit a book, including its overall theme and its potential sections and chapters. 
Contributors accept or decline invitations depending on whether they like the sound of the project, whether 
they think they can meet the editor’s proposed deadline, and other factors. 

With journals, usually none of this takes place. Journals accept submissions year-round, with virtually no 
holidays or breaks, from the moment they are founded to the moment they become defunct. (Some journals 
live for many decades or over a century; others die in their youth or middle age.) Authors do not need a 
personal invitation to contribute a paper to a journal. Virtually anybody can submit an article at any time on 
any topic, and the journal editor will be obligated to at least skim it to determine whether its quality and content 
merit peer review. (Go ahead—submit a class paper and see what happens! Or, just take my word for it, and 
leave those busy editors alone.) 

3) Book chapters are less likely to undergo the same rigorous peer-review 
process that journal articles do. 

It is usually easier to publish a book chapter than a journal article in a top journal. There are 
exceptions—some edited books are rigorously screened and evaluated by anonymous experts. (And even 
when a chapter is not rigorously reviewed, that doesn’t necessarily mean it is no good.) But book chapters 
may be evaluated only (or primarily) by the book’s editor rather than by a team of anonymous experts. Now 
put yourself in the editor’s place. What would be more difficult: rejecting an unsolicited manuscript for a journal 
that has an ongoing, rolling submission process or rejecting an invited manuscript for a book that has a 
deadline for completion? Authors are less likely to receive a rejection letter if they were personally asked to 
make contributions and if their papers are needed to complete a finite and time-sensitive book project. 

This, of course, doesn’t mean book chapters aren’t valuable. They can sometimes offer authors more 
flexibility to make innovative contributions to their fields or present opportunities to write in accessible 
language that is useful for classroom instruction. Chapters should not be dismissed, but it should be 
recognized that journal articles are usually more rigorously reviewed. 

✩Where Can Scholarly Articles be Found? The Diverse Landscape of ✩
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Academic Journals 

So far, I have suggested that journal articles are different from and more rigorous than the works that 
appear in popular outlets and even the chapters that appear in scholarly books. Now that we’ve made these 
distinctions and comparisons, let’s look at the outlets in which social science articles do tend to appear. 

There are literally thousands of social science journals currently in operation in the world. Probably dozens 
are born or die with each passing year. The database Sociological Abstracts—one of many electronic 
resources useful for locating journal articles—monitors more than 1,800 serials for content relevant to 
sociology.4 The database PsycINFO includes content from almost 2,500 journals related to psychology, and 
Education Abstracts indexes articles from 680 journals related to education.5 Keep in mind that the content 
of these three databases partially overlaps as some journals address multiple audiences. 

One way to map out the landscape of academic journals is to make a tentative distinction between disciplinary 
and interdisciplinary outlets. There are, of course, many journals devoted specifically to a particular social 
science discipline, such as Sociological Quarterly or the American Journal of Psychology. However, the 
boundaries between disciplines are somewhat permeable and increasingly so. There are now many 
interdisciplinary journals—such as Social Science and Medicine or the Journal of Family Issues—that publish 
work by scholars from a wide range of backgrounds and expertise. 

It can take some investigation to recognize the scholarly home of some journals. For instance, Social 
Psychology Quarterly is (for the most part) produced by and for sociologists; the Journal of Social Issues 
caters (primarily) to psychologists. Some journals specialize in somewhat narrower subfields or topics, but 
they can still be either disciplinary or interdisciplinary. For example, many disciplines might have something 
important to say about the topic of Motivation and Emotion, but the editorial board, authorship, and readers of 
that journal seems to be primarily psychologists. 

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, some academic journals have better reputations than others. An article 
published in a top journal such as the American Sociological Review will likely be seen differently than an 
article that appears in a still-respected but easier-to-get-accepted journal such as Sociological Forum. The 
more competitive the outlet, the more strenuous the review process, which lends credibility and visibility to a 
piece of research.6 

Undergraduate and graduate students should beware: Your instructors will judge your work in part based on 
the types of sources you cite in your papers. A serious student tends to cite journals rather than websites or 
newspapers, and outstanding students have a better awareness of what journals their professors will deem 
most prestigious and appropriate in their disciplines. This is no easy matter as, occasionally, an instructor will 
have a low opinion of a top journal while giving great respect to a lesser-known journal that better fits his or 
her methodological or theoretical preferences. And, keep in mind that second- or third-tier journals are still 
useful and sometimes publish papers that are easier to read and understand. 

What Gets Published in Academic Journals? Other Scholarly Works Besides 
Empirical Research Articles✩ ✩

If you are a serious student in the social sciences, eventually you will need to “graduate” from the realm of 
websites, newspapers, and magazines—and even from textbooks and book chapters. You’ll need to enter 
the complex world of academic journals. It is there that you will find articles that report original analyses of 
data—those empirical studies that are the focus of this book. 

To successfully locate empirical articles, there is another dimension of diversity you’ll need to consider. Not 
only is there diversity among journals— such as disciplinary versus interdisciplinary outlets—there are many 
different categories of work published within journals. 

Below I’ll describe five kinds of publications that are not conventional research articles but which may appear 
side-by-side with them on the pages of academic journals. 
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1) Book reviews and review essays 

Some journals publish short reviews (usually one to two pages) of recently published books. Less frequently 
a review essay will be published; in these, a reviewer uses several pages of space to discuss and evaluate a 
few recently published books that all focus on the same topic. Book reviews and review essays always seem 
to appear in the back pages of the journal rather than in the front—probably a sign of their comparatively lower 
status compared to standard journal articles. An exception would be those few journals that specialize only in 
publishing book reviews and review essays, such as Contemporary Sociology and Contemporary Psychology. 

2) Theoretical treatises 

Sometimes journals publish papers that make arguments about theoretical perspectives or sets of 
perspectives without systematically collecting and analyzing data. Authors may reexamine a great thinkers’ 
key texts or propose new integrations or innovations of seemingly disparate sources in order to derive insights 
that can be applied to particular topics or subfields. Theoretical treatises may use real-life examples to 
illustrate ideas, but they are still different from empirical journal articles. 

3) Literature reviews 

Closely related to theoretical treatises are papers that attempt to summarize (and make arguments about) 
previous publications on a topic. What do we know about topic X? What are the strengths and weaknesses of 
current research on Y? In which direction should scholars who study Z go next? Journals sometimes publish 
these papers right alongside empirical studies. Alternatively, these papers can be found in specialty journals 
that only publish lit review articles, such as the prestigious Annual Review series (e.g., Annual Review of 
Psychology, Annual Review of Public Health) or the helpful Compass series (e.g., Geography Compass, 
Sociology Compass).7 

4) Methodological pieces 

Also published in journals are papers that discuss, develop, or evaluate specific methodological practices or 
techniques. These pieces may look a lot like conventional research, but their main focus is on improving the 
methodological procedures that authors can use in subsequent research rather than on reporting new findings 
derived from data collection and analysis. 

5) Notes, commentaries, and responses 

Journals sometimes publish a “Note From the Editor” at the beginning, where an editor expounds upon his 
or her vision for the journal in general or gives an interpretation or introduction to the articles that appear 
in a particular issue. Perhaps confusingly, there are also “Research Notes” and “Research Briefs.” These 
types of notes are sometimes simply shorter versions of research articles or discussions of preliminary or 
tentative findings. Commentaries, in turn, can be seen as (usually) highly intelligent letters that readers or 
reviewers submit about an article that appeared in the journal. Responses are how authors react to those 
letters. Sometimes, these commentaries and responses appear in the same issue as the article that provoked 
the conversation, as editors can arrange for these exchanges to take place during the months before an 
article appears in print. Other times, commentaries and responses may be published months or years after a 
provocative article first appears in print. 

And Finally, What do Conventional Articles Look Like? The Typical Format of 
the Standard Journal Article✩ ✩

In this book, we will be concerned primarily with articles that report the findings of empirical social research. 
These papers are the lifeblood of social science in that their purpose is to advance knowledge by collecting 
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evidence and testing theories. Empirical articles are the main reason that most social science journals exist. 

Like snowflakes, no two journa larticles are identical. However (and also like snowflakes), most research 
articles do tend to look pretty similar when viewed from a distance. For the remainder of this chapter, let’s 
use the acronym SJA to refer to standard journal articles, meaning publications that report the findings of 
empirical social science research. Most SJAs follow a fairly predictable format and contain similar elements. 

1) Title and abstract 

An SJA includes an easy-to-spot title near the top of the first page of text. Underneath is almost always an 
abstract,8 or summary of the article that was written by the authors, not by the editor of the journal. Most 
abstracts consist of one paragraph typed in italics. Some journals, however, require authors to compose 
abstracts that contain four concise parts, separated by headings such as “Background,” “Methods,” “Results,” 
and “Conclusion.”Authors are usually limited to a tight word-length, usually 100 words but sometimes as many 
as 250 words.9 

2) Introduction and literature review 

An SJA begins with a statement of the problem and a review of the literature that has been written on 
the topic. Scholars attempt to justify the significance of the topic and explain the contribution they intend 
their paper to make. For example, an article on the causes of poverty might begin by discussing pervious 
research on the prevalence of poverty and its association with harmful social problems. Then, certain gaps 
or weaknesses in the literature may be highlighted, and the research at hand will be framed as an attempt 
to overcome those limitations. Arriving at a new-and-improved understanding of poverty (or whatever topic) 
could improve the state of society and the discipline at the same time— that sort of formula makes for a 
powerful introduction. 

3) Methods section 

Following the title, abstract, introduction, and literature review, SJAs typically describe the strategies that 
the researchers used to collect, measure, and analyze their data. To continue with our previous example, 
researchers studying poverty might explain how they selected a group of people, places, or information 
to include in their study; how they operationalized (measured) income, race, health, education, and other 
variables; and what statistical software programs and analytical techniques they used to look for causal 
relationships between those variables. 

4) Findings 

SJAs typically proceed next to a section that presents their “Findings,” which also could be labeled “Analysis,” 
“Results,” or something similar. In quantitative articles, authors may elaborate further on the techniques used 
to analyze the data, but they will spend the majority of this section of the paper summarizing the results via 
a series of tables that often contain percentages, equations, coefficients, p-values, and other mathematical 
terminology (which you don’t need to understand for the purposes of this book). Qualitative articles will 
likely present data in the form of quotes— for example, excerpts from interviews or from the researchers’ 
field notes. (This characterization of quantitative and qualitative articles is exceedingly brief; there are many 
complicated varieties of and overlaps between the two.) 

5) Discussion and conclusion 

Another major aspect of SJAs is the discussion and conclusion, which could appear in a single section or 
in separate sections. Here, authors attempt to highlight the important findings obtained via their research so 
that readers don’t miss them. Authors also draw connections to their earlier literature review—for example, by 
arguing that their work has contradicted or confirmed previous research or pushed the field forward in some 
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way. SJAs sometimes contain a discussion of the implications that their work has for policy making or practical 
action of some sort as well as a mention of the study’s weaknesses that future research should keep in mind 
and attempt to overcome. 

6) Endnotes and footnotes 

Not all journals allow either endnotes or footnotes—the sentences that appear (usually) in smaller font after 
the last paragraph of text or at the bottom of each page—but many do. Scholars use these notes to address 
a range of issues that might otherwise disrupt the flow of their prose: They acknowledge and respond to a 
criticism that a peer reviewer made on a particular passage; they cite a previous publication that has some 
relevance (such as confirmatory or contradictory ideas), and so on. Footnotes and endnotes can be easy for 
nonacademics to overlook, but serious scholars know that the “the devil is in the details,” and some of the 
most interesting details can be found in that tiny print. 

7) References 

The last section of an SJA contains the books, articles, and other sources that the authors cited in their article. 
These are usually listed alphabetically but can be numbered in a manner similar to footnotes or endnotes. 
Nonacademics might presume that reference sections contain everything that authors read on a subject 
before they conducted their research. This would be far off the mark, as authors usually have read widely and 
only cite a fraction of that material in their published works. 

✩Conclusion ✩

In this book, we will focus on most but not all of these seven elements of SJAs. I see little point in 
critiquing titles and abstracts, for example. My goal is to provide readers with ideas and strategies for actively 
engaging—critically examining and challenging—the claims to accuracy, comprehensiveness, and objectivity 
that authors explicitly or implicitly make in SJAs. Therefore, my emphasis will be on what seem to be the main 
components of standard articles: the introduction and literature review, the methods section, the analysis of 
data and presentation of results, and the discussion and conclusion. 

I defined SJAs generally as “papers reporting empirical research,” but this book will more specifically 
emphasize quantitative articles—those that employ statistical analysis. I do this for several reasons. 
Compared to qualitative research, quantitative research tends to be published in the top journals more often, 
receive grant funding more often, and be perceived as more objective or scientific. Quantitative research is 
more intimidating, as the details of the analytical techniques are usually beyond the comprehension of anyone 
who has not taken courses in statistics. 

After reading this book, I want students to be able to (1) appreciate the strengths of research compared to 
ordinary human inquiry and (2) identify the inevitable weaknesses of research. Quantitative research is much 
more fear- and awe-inspiring than qualitative research. If I can give students the skills and confidence to read 
and critique quantitative research, then the odds are good they will be able to do the same for qualitative 
research. So, my main (but not exclusive) emphasis will be on the former more than the latter kind of research. 

Here are two simple exercises to ensure you have some direct exposure to the world of journal articles. 
Journals exist both in print and online, so let’s look at both venues. 

• 1. 
Locate the print version of at least one social science journal in your field. By locate, I mean look 
up the name of the journal in the catalog of your university’s library, go to the correct floor, and find 
the bound copies of the journal on the shelves. I recommend you choose an older, well-established 
journal—perhaps something with the name American Journal of “X” (where X = Anthropology, 
Education, Political Science, Psychology, Sociology, etc.)—but your instructor and librarian can offer 
suggestions as well. 
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◦ Skim through an entire year of the journal; usually, each year of the journal is bound together 
in a single hard-back volume. Notice the range of topics, the seriousness of the prose, and 
the technical sophistication of the analyses. Pick one article that interests you, and copy the 
title page or the entire article if you prefer. Report back to your instructor the reasons why 
that article caught your attention. 

◦ How many feet of shelf space does the journal occupy in your library? Loosely measure that, 
and report back to your instructor. 

The goal is for you to develop an appreciation for the history, scope, and size of journals—and the fun that 
can be had when you stumble across an interesting paper merely by skimming through the stacks. 

• 2. 
Locate the website for at least one social science journal in your field. By locate, I mean Google the 
name of the journal, perhaps putting it in quotes, until you find the correct site. You can use the same 
journal as you did in #1 or a different journal. 

◦ Skim through the tables of contents for several recent issues of the journal. Do you notice 
any pros or cons of searching electronically verses searching in the library? 

◦ Locate the webpage titled “Submission Guidelines” or “Instructions for Authors” and skim 
through it. Print the first page of the screen or copy and paste the contents into a Word 
doc and print the first page of that. Tell your instructor about any guidelines that you find 
interesting or confusing. 

Notes 

1 Indeed, some neophyte undergraduates mistakenly use the word stories (without any postmodern irony) to 
refer to journal articles, as in “That was a good story we read for class today.” 

2 Downloaded November 12, 2012, from http://www.sagepub.com/
journalsProdDesc.nav?ct_p=manuscriptSubmission&prodId=Journal201969&currTree=Subjects&level1=N00 
and http://ajph.aphapublications.org/userimages/ContentEditor/1318438422261/
Instructions_for_Authors.pdf. AJPH maximum does not include references;, the ASR maximum does. 

3 Special issues are produced differently: A call for papers is announced in the journal and other strategic 
locations; potential authors consider whether it is feasible or desirable for them to contribute a paper (perhaps 
a work-in-progress or a new project) by the stated deadline; the editor arranges for peer reviews of submitted 
works with an eye toward assembling an appropriately sized collection (perhaps four to eight papers, 
depending on the journal) that addresses the issue theme and hangs together in some way. 

4 Downloaded on November 12, 2012, from http://www.csa.com/factsheets/socioabs-set-c.php 

5 Downloaded November 12, 2012, from http://www.apa.org/pubs/databases/psycinfo/index.aspx and 
http://www.ebscohost.com/academic/education-abstracts 

6Along with acceptance and rejection rates, scholars sometimes use impact factors to evaluate that scholars 
sometimes use to evaluate the prestige of a journal. Impact factors are measures that capture the average 
number of times a paper is cited by other scholars. Prestigious journals tend to publish papers that are more 
widely read and cited. 

7Another type of journal publication, called meta-analysis, occupies the border between standard empirical 
articles and literature reviews. In meta-analyses, scholars use statistical methods to combine the findings of 
previous research conducted by various authors and reported in many different articles. 

8 In some contexts the word abstract is used to criticize a statement for being too vague or theoretical, but 
that is not the meaning of the term here, where it is even pronounced differently—with an emphasis on the 
first syllable rather than the second. 
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http://ajph.aphapublications.org/userimages/ContentEditor/1318438422261/Instructions_for_Authors.pdf
http://ajph.aphapublications.org/userimages/ContentEditor/1318438422261/Instructions_for_Authors.pdf
http://www.csa.com/factsheets/socioabs-set-c.php
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9 A minor element of SJAs to mention is the journal information—the name and the volume, issue, and page 
numbers of the journal in which the article appears, along with the date. A basic but good place to start in 
evaluating an SJA is to notice this information at the top or bottom of the first page. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781071878743.n5 
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