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Invited Viewpoint: How well does the Information Systems discipline fare in 

the Financial Times’ top 50 Journal list?1 

 

Abstract 

This paper investigates the performance of the Information Systems (IS) discipline 

as reflected in the scholarly impact of the three IS journals that are included in the 

Financial Times’ top 50 journals (FT50), the four IS journals in the top tiers of the 

Chartered Association of Business Schools’ Academic Journal Guide (CABS AJG), 

and the eight journals that comprise the Association for Information Systems (AIS) 

Senior Scholars' Basket of Journals (AIS Basket). Journal lists, when framed as a form 

of ‘strategic signaling’, are used to by institutions to communicate values and 

priorities to scholars. Through strategic signaling, journal lists are performative 

and have the potential to shape and constrain research activity. Given the strategic 

and performative role of journal lists, it is important that the journals that 

constitute those lists have substantial impact. To measure the scholarly impact of 

journals we propose a new measure, the HMJ index, which comprises an equally-

weighted combination of journal H-index, median citations per article, and Journal 

Impact Factor (JIF). Using the HMJ index, the results show that all eight AIS Basket 

journals are performing at a level that is commensurate with the other journals 

that make up the FT50. The results further show substantial differences between 

the FT50 journals, such as the number of articles published per annum. 

Implications for IS scholars, IS groups, and the IS discipline are identified, together 

with recommendations for action. 

 

Keywords: Journal lists; Journal rankings; FT50; AIS Basket; Journal Impact Factor; 

CABS Academic Journal Guide 

                                                      

 

1 All Viewpoint articles are by invitation only. Viewpoints may or may not involve empirical evidence 

and are often provocative or introduce an interesting new line of enquiry. Regardless, Viewpoint articles 
must be well-referenced and rigorous in their logic and arguments, and are subject to careful review, 
over multiple rounds by an appointed panel, including at least one member of the editorial team. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

There are many rankings of journals used in business schools, but a widely used and 

influential list is that of the Financial Times newspaper. As a broad-based list, the FT50 (an 

abbreviation for ‘the Financial Times’ top 50 journals’) seeks to identify the ‘top’ 50 

journals in the disciplines generally researched by business schools. This journal list and 

other listings, such as the Chartered Association of Business Schools’ Academic Journal 

Guide (CABS AJG), have significant implications for business schools, for academic 

disciplines, and for individual researchers (Walker et al., 2019). For example, the count of 

the number of faculty member publications in the FT50 list is used to calculate the FT’s 

research score for business schools. This research score then accounts for 10% of the 

Global MBA, Executive MBA and Online MBA rankings produced by the Financial Times.  

Such rankings impact on business schools, affecting their ability to attract students and to 

set tuition fees, to attract high quality staff, to win research grants, and to engage in 

partnerships.  For individual researchers, publishing in FT50 journals conveys considerable 

prestige, impacting on their ability to secure a post, to advance their career, and to increase 

their earnings power. Indeed, many institutions pay ‘bonuses’ in the form of research funds 

to academic members of staff for each publication in a highly-ranked journal (with FT50 

articles often attracting a premium). At an institutional level, the cumulative sum of the 

reputations of their staff, strongly impact an institution’s ability to attract high performing 

staff and students, as well as external research funding. Ghobadi and Robey (2017) frame 

the role of best publication awards as a form of ‘strategic signaling’ (Skaggs and Snow, 

2004) and argue that they can be used to shape and develop a research field. Journal lists 

are a yet stronger and more potent form of strategic signaling in research. Organizations, 

such as the Financial Times, signal which journals matter, for example, through the FT50, 

and business schools, in turn, draw on these lists in order to communicate values and 

priorities to their academic staff. 

However, journal lists are not without controversy. Davidson (2019) raises concern 

about the performativity of journal lists in which the ‘rich get richer’, limiting the diversity 

of journals and potentially diminishing the quality of research. Others have warned of the 

dangers of using the ranking of a journal as a proxy for the quality of an article, and by 
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extension as an assessment of the performance of individual scholars (e.g., Cuellar et al., 

2016; 2019). Despite these concerns, journal lists play an important role for scholars, 

departments, higher education institutions, and governments in making assessments of 

research outputs and in allocating resources. In short, journal lists are likely to remain a 

feature of the academic landscape (George, 2019). 

The Information Systems discipline, the scholars of which are often affiliated to 

business schools, has three IS journals in the FT50: MIS Quarterly (MISQ), Information 

Systems Research (ISR) and, after the most recent revamp of the list, the Journal of 

Management Information Systems (JMIS). The CABS AJG adds the Journal of the Association 

for Information Systems (JAIS) into the top tier of its journal list. Additionally, the 

Information Systems discipline has its own journal list, the Association for Information 

Systems (AIS) Senior Scholars' Basket of Journals, which contains eight journals (three of 

which are also included in the FT50). Together, these journal lists – the FT50, the CBS AJG, 

and the AIS Basket – when used as part of a strategic signaling process - play a significant 

role in the life of IS scholars, IS groups, and the IS discipline. 

In this paper we investigate the characteristics and scholarly impact (based on citation 

counts and related metrics) of the journals that comprise the FT50 and the AIS Basket. 

Given the strategic role of journal lists, IS scholars, in managing their research careers, 

need to be aware of metrics such as how many articles each journal publishes a year and its 

Journal Impact Factor (JIF) (InCites, 2018) when considering where to submit their 

research. IS groups should understand the profile and impact of the journals that constitute 

the FT50, CABS AJG, and AIS Basket lists when recruiting and considering reward and 

recognition. Given the signaling of such rankings, the IS discipline needs to gain a deeper 

insight into the impact of the journals in these lists in order to assess whether the 

appropriate journals are included, how well the IS discipline performs relative to other 

business disciplines, and whether there is sufficient and appropriate coverage of IS in lists 

such as the FT50. By overlapping the FT50 and AIS Basket lists we can further see how well 

the five AIS journals that are not in the FT50 compare against the three that are in the 

FT50, the four in the CABS AJG, and against the FT50 as a whole. 



 

5 

2 BACKGROUND 

We start by introducing the object of our investigation – the FT50 and AIS Basket 

journal lists. As noted, the FT50 is an important source of reputational value for business 

schools while the AIS Basket is a source of reputational value for those scholars who 

identify as part of the IS community. These two lists intersect, with three IS journals being 

included in both lists. We then consider the impact of journal lists and their role as strategic 

signaling devices. Finally, we propose a method for measuring the scholarly impact of the 

journals that comprise those lists. 

The FT50 and AIS Basket journal lists 

In calculating its annual ranking of business schools and MBA programs the Financial 

Times uses a number of indicators, one of which is a research ranking. The FT research 

rank for its 2016 ranking was calculated ‘according to the number of articles published by 

current full-time faculty members in 45 selected academic and practitioner journals between 

January 2013 and October 2015. The FT45 rank combines the absolute number of 

publications with the number weighted relative to the faculty’s size.’ (Ortmans, 2016a). The 

research ranking constitutes 10% of the overall ranking of a business school. 

In May 2016 the Financial Times conducted a review of the journals used to calculate 

the research ranking of business schools: ‘Over 200 schools were invited to submit up to five 

new journals to include and five journals to exclude from the previous list. A total of 140 

schools submitted their votes, a response rate of 67 per cent’ (Ortmans, 2016b). The outcome 

of this review is that the FT45 has become the FT50. Four journals have been dropped: 

Academy of Management Perspectives, California Management Review, Journal of the 

American Statistical Association, and RAND Journal of Economics. Nine new journals were 

added: Human Relations, Journal of Management, Journal of Management Information 

Systems, Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, Manufacturing and Service Operations 

Management, Research Policy, Review of Economic Studies, Review of Finance, and the 

Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal. 

Other journal lists and rankings for business management exist, such as the 

Australian Business Deans Council (ABDC, https://abdc.edu.au/research/abdc-journal-

https://abdc.edu.au/research/abdc-journal-list/
https://abdc.edu.au/research/abdc-journal-list/
https://abdc.edu.au/research/abdc-journal-list/
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list/), in addition to the UK-based Chartered Association of Business Schools (CABS) 

Academic Journal Guide ranking (Chartered Association of Business Schools, 2018). The 

CABS and ABDC rankings are more comprehensive and contain the FT50 journals as a 

subset. Yet, the FT50, with its relatively small and select set of journals and the backing of a 

global financial newspaper, has achieved high academic kudos. 

Additionally, and as noted, the Information Systems discipline further has its own 

journal list, the Association for Information Systems (AIS) Senior Scholars' Basket of 

Journals (https://aisnet.org/page/SeniorScholarBasket), which contains eight journals. In 

addition to the three included in the FT50 (i.e., Information Systems Research (ISR), MIS 

Quarterly (MISQ), and the Journal of MIS (JMIS) the remaining, non-FT50, journals are: 

European Journal of Information Systems (EJIS), Information Systems Journal (ISJ), Journal of 

AIS (JAIS), Journal of Information Technology (JIT), and The Journal of Strategic Information 

Systems (JSIS). The declared intent of the IS Basket Journals is noted as: 

‘The College of Senior Scholars encourages colleagues, as well as deans and 
department chairs, to treat a "basket" of eight journals as top journals in our field. 
Such a list is intended to provide more consistency and meaningfulness to tenure 
and promotion cases’. (https://aisnet.org/page/SeniorScholarBasket) 
 

While the IS Senior Scholars Basket ‘emphasizes that this list should not be construed 

as a replacement for assessments based on objective measures such as citation indices or 

author affiliation indices’ it is all too easy for recruitment, tenure and promotion 

committees to focus on the number of papers published in a list such as the FT50 or the AIS 

Basket (a practice that Cuellar et al., (2019) label CARV – counting articles in ranked 

venues) and to pay too little attention to impact, content, and affiliation when evaluating 

applicants. 

We assess the impact of the FT50 journals and see how the eight AIS Basket Journals 

perform in this company. Analysis of the FT50 journals, supplemented by the AIS Basket 

journals, helps us understand the impact these journals have and to see how the AIS Basket 

journals are performing in the broader management context. We also examine how the IS 

discipline is performing in the context of management disciplines using the Chartered 

Association of Business Schools (CABS) subject areas to categorize journals into fields of 

study (Table 1). 

https://abdc.edu.au/research/abdc-journal-list/
https://abdc.edu.au/research/abdc-journal-list/
https://aisnet.org/page/SeniorScholarBasket
https://aisnet.org/page/SeniorScholarBasket
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Table 1: FT50 journals organized by Chartered Association of Business Schools (CABS) 

subject area 

Journal lists 

The approach of using journal lists and rankings to evaluate business schools and 

individual researchers seems logical: 

‘Journal rankings ultimately reflect preferences of the members of a scientific 
community who collectively assess the quality of outlets in terms of published 
research (implicitly by citation behavior, explicitly by expert judgements, or both). 
As with any preferences or attitudes, those towards journals are affected by deeply 
rooted values and norms. If the members of the scholarly community still adhere 
to traditional norms of science, such as theoretical diversity, interdisciplinarity 
and innovativeness, it is likely that these norms surface in the preferences 
aggregated by journal rankings.’ (Vogel et al., 2017, p.1721) 
 

And journal rankings are a convenient way of making assessments of scholars: 

‘Thus, many institutions refer to informed and composite journal rankings. Relying 
on such journal rankings saves evaluation committees from having to examine and 
judge individual scholars’ merits in detail themselves (i.e., journal ranking lists 
provide them with a ready evaluative shorthand).’ (Cuellar et al., 2016, p.2). 
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However, the reduction of business schools’ and individual academic’s research 

records to a simple counting of articles in well-ranked journals is open to criticism. Vogel et 

al. (2017) note that there may be bias as some research methods are under-represented 

(e.g., interpretive research), isomorphic pressure as lower-ranked journals imitate the 

editorial policies of the high ranked journals, and a performative impact as editors pursue 

policies that will improve their ranking. Thus, whilst the publishing system has the promise 

to represent a virtuous circle there is also a danger that it becomes a vicious circle resulting 

in a homogenization of the research landscape in which the ‘rich-get-richer’ (Davidson, 

2019). 

Cuellar et al. (2016) also identify issues with using journal lists and rankings. First, 

journal rankings are typically determined through surveys of researchers and/or relying 

on the opinions of expert panels (see, for example the CABS AJG (2018) methodology, 

which, while drawing on citation metrics, relies on the recommendations of a panel of 

subject experts who propose journal ratings based on consultations with ‘learned societies, 

professional associations and/or leading academics in their area’, p.6). In other words, they 

are largely subjective in nature – both in terms of which journals are included and the 

ranking that they receive. It has been argued that these journal lists are schemes that 

preserve power regimes already in place (Chua, Cao, Cousins, & Straub, 2002; Gallivan, 

2009; Hardgrave & Walstrom, 1997; Singh et al., 2007), while devaluing research published 

elsewhere, irrespective of its content and contribution (Mingers and Willmott, 2013).  For 

the expert panel, who are recognized as such most commonly because of their publication 

record in the journals they are then asked to judge, demoting these journals in favor of 

‘new’ additions to such lists could be considered as ‘turkeys voting for Christmas’. Second, 

Cuellar et al. (ibid.) argue that the concept of journal quality is one that has not been 

theorized (Dean, Lowry, & Humpherys, 2011; Locke & Lowe, 2002; Straub & Anderson, 

2010). This has led to an ad hoc collection of metrics being used to rank journals, such as 

rejection rates, citation counts, impact factors, and other bibliometrics - all of which have 

biases (Chua et al., 2002; Hardgrave & Walstrom, 1997). Third, the designated top journals 

are not particularly effective at identifying the most influential papers in their respective 
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field.  Influential papers also get published in low-ranked journals and many papers 

published in top-ranked journals have remarkably little impact (Singh et al., 2007). Despite 

this issue, the assessment of an article is all too often conflated with the ranking of the 

journal in which it is published. 

In response to the shortcomings of journal lists, Cuellar et al. (ibid.) identify three 

dimensions of scholarly capital: ideational influence (who uses a scholar’s work?); 

connectedness (with whom does a scholar work?); and, venue representation (where does 

a scholar publish their work?). Each of the dimensions is supported by metrics. The first is 

assessed using citation data, the second through social network analysis of co-author 

relationships, and the third through publication venue affiliation analysis. Following 

Cuellar et al., we argue that a metric-based approach to the assessment of scholarly impact 

is preferable to counting articles in ranked journals. 

However, while journal lists have been critiqued, they undoubtedly affect behavior in 

academic institutions. Walker et al., (2019) conducted a study into academics’ use of the 

CABS AJG and conclude ‘[o]nly academics within elite UK universities can partly insulate 

themselves from the auditing effects of national journal lists, although they may be subject to 

pressure from international lists or metrics.’ (p.743). Walker et al. argue that journal lists are 

part of a shift in research assessment towards more formal and measurement-based 

methods, driven by governments wishing ‘to make research systems more ‘accountable’ in 

various ways to the publics that fund them.’ (p.743). While there are strong feelings both for 

and against the use of journal lists, the impact of these artefacts on business schools, on 

scholars, and on the discipline cannot be denied. 

Journal lists and strategic signaling 

Following Ghobadi & Robey (2017) we frame journal lists and rankings as a form of 

strategic signaling. Media organizations, such as the Financial Times, and academic bodies, 

such as the CABS and AIS, create journal lists to signal to academic institutions and 

researchers which journals count. These lists are drawn on by academic institutions, such 

as business schools, as part of their internal strategic signaling process as they seek to 

influence the values and priorities of their academic staff. In Figure 1 the strategic signaling 
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process is represented as an influence diagram. The influence diagram shows that journal 

list creators, such as the Financial Times and the AIS, create and maintain journal lists, in 

this case the FT50 and the AIS Basket respectively. These journal lists influence business 

schools in prioritising their research outputs. Those journals that are included in these lists 

will tend to have their position reinforced as they become sought-after publication 

destinations for scholars. Walker et al. (2019) illustrate this pattern of reinforcement: 

‘[w]ithin less than 10 years since its development, the AJG/ABS list has become embedded and 

institutionalized, creating a self-reinforcing cycle of use and attention by faculty, research 

managers and external actors.’(p.743). 

 

 

Figure 1: Journal lists - strategic signaling and pattern formation (inspired by Ghobadi and 

Robey, 2017) 

Business schools, in turn, use the journal lists to communicate values and priorities to 

their academic staff (and may align this with researcher performance targets and rewards). 

The motivation for business schools is that their reputation will increase as a result of 

publishing in highly rated journals as their performance in these lists can be used as one of 

the metrics used to calculate global business school rankings. Scholars are also directly 
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influenced by journal lists, particularly those that are discipline specific, when making 

decision about where to submit their work. This dual influence on the researcher means it 

is possible for journal list influence to be misaligned if scholars disagree with the lists 

prioritised by their business school (for example, a business school might only value FT50 

publications). 

Scholars wishing to publish in highly rated journals will take account of the research 

themes, research methods, and types of contribution welcomed by those journals and will 

tend to react accordingly in order to increase their chances of publication. Journals will 

lobby – and seek to influence – journal list creators in order that they retain (or improve) 

their position. However, there is a danger that this cycle of influence will lead to a situation 

where, to paraphrase Ghobadi and Robey, researchers’ energies may be diverted from 

‘research on deep, intractable problems and toward a limited range of more tractable 

problems’ (p.362) whose solutions will satisfy the demands of business school hiring, 

tenure, and promotion committees. 

Journals and academic bodies may need to take positive action to break these 

patterns (e.g., by publishing work on novel research themes or welcoming articles using 

new or unfamiliar research methods). However, highly-ranked journals have a line to walk 

– they want to develop their respective fields, but they also need to maintain their place as 

a highly-ranked journal. Further loops (not shown) are identifiable – journal list creators 

who seek the opinions of scholars through surveys and scholars will exert a degree of 

influence on the journals to which they submit their work. However, compared with the 

strength of the connections in Figure 1, these are likely to be rather weaker connections. 

Thus, journal lists and rankings have a significant and tangible impact on academic life and 

research and we would expect the journals in lists such as the FT50 and the AIS Basket of 8 

to all be performing strongly with regard to research impact – at least in academic circles. 

Measuring journal impact 

Research is accumulative. In order for current research to build upon prior 

research that prior research needs to be disseminated.  Academic journals are a prime 

mechanism whereby scholars inform each other of their research. There are many 
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possible ways of measuring journal impact, but as Fitzgerald et al. (2019) argue: 

‘researchers have commonly measured it via citations. Indeed, the fact that someone cited a 

paper almost always clearly and unmistakably signifies that they found it useful in their own 

research.’ (p. 111). By using citation data we are, strictly speaking, looking at scholarly 

impact rather than a broader definition that might include impact on practice and policy 

(e.g., see Cuellar et al., 2016, Figure 2 for a broader view of impact). 

When a research article references another research article the recipient article 

acquires a citation.  The impact of a research article can be assessed in terms of the number 

of citations it receives. One way to evaluate the impact of journals would be to look at the 

total number of citations that the articles published have attracted.  However, simple 

citation counts are not without issues.  The H index (Hirsch, 2005) is commonly used to 

assess a researcher’s impact in a standardized form.  A researcher with an index of 10 has 

published 10 papers each of which has been cited at least 10 times.  While not without 

problems (e.g., ‘one-hit wonders’ who produce one paper with a large number of citations 

are under-estimated; established researchers with articles that have been in print for a 

longer period of time have more time to acquire citations; and newer articles, which might 

be indicative of a new trend in a research area, will have fewer citations and, thus, may be 

overlooked) the H index is generally accepted as a useful measure of impact for both 

authors and journals. However, the H index typically favors journals with higher numbers 

of published articles. 

This is not the case for another commonly used measure of journal impact, average 

citations per article. Two commonly used measures of central tendency (average) are the 

mean and the median. For data that are not normally distributed the mean can be 

misleading, for example, when looking at ‘average’ salary in firms where senior managers 

in the US can be paid 300 times more than their workforce (Rushe, 2018). With such 

heavily skewed datasets the median provides a more meaningful measure of central 

tendency. We follow Fitzgerald et al. (2019) in using the median in preference to the mean 

in the context of citation counts, which are indeed severely right skewed. Using the metric 

of median citations thus gives an appropriate indication of the ‘average’ impact of the 

articles published by a journal. 



 

13 

A further metric of journal impact is the journal impact factor (JIF). The JIF is ‘defined 

as all citations to the journal in the current JCR year to items published in the previous two 

years, divided by the total number of scholarly items (these comprise articles, reviews, and 

proceedings papers) published in the journal in the previous two years.’ (InCites, 2018). For 

example, to calculate the 2018 impact factor we first need to know the number of times 

articles published in 2016 and 2017 were cited by indexed journals during 2018. We then 

divide this figure by the total number of citable items published in 2016 and 2017 to derive 

the JIF. For journal ranking purposes we use the 2018 JIF scores, as reported in 2019, 

retrieved from InCites’ Journal Citation Reports (JCR). The JIF has come in for considerable 

criticism and, rather than being viewed as an impact factor, is better seen as a measure of 

mean citations per article (e.g., see Diamandis, 2017; Fitzgerald et al., 2019). Despite 

criticism of the JIF - and widespread consensus that it should not be used to evaluate 

individual articles – Sauer and Willcocks (2019) argue that the JIF ‘may be helpful to 

librarians in their purchase decisions’ and that JIFs ‘play a part in institutional politics’ 

(p.147). 

We, therefore, consider that all three measures have value in assessing the impact of 

journals, albeit they are measuring differing aspects of journal impact. To calculate the H 

index and the median it is necessary to pick a census period, which in our case is 2000 

through to 2018 (the reasons for this choice are discussed later). In summary, we propose 

a composite measure of journal impact that comprises: 

• H index: the maximum value of h such that the journal has published h papers 

that have each been cited at least h times. This is a measure of the overall 

impact of a journal over the census period; 

• Median number of citations: a measure of the average (median) impact of the 

articles published by a journal over the census period; 

• Journal impact factor (JIF): a measure of the average (mean) impact of the 

articles published by a journal for the previous two years as referenced in the 

following year. 
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Together, these three measures provide a rounded view of journal impact. Rather 

than give one precedence over another we propose the use of all three (with equal 

weighting) to construct a composite ranking labelled the ‘HMJ index’. 

3 METHOD 

To conduct the analysis of the impact of the FT50 journals this research employs the 

computational literature review (CLR) approach developed by Mortenson and Vidgen 

(2016).  The CLR is a package developed in the R programming language and can be 

downloaded from GitHub (https://github.com/rvidgen/clr).  The CLR produces three 

principal analyses: impact, structure, and content. Impact is concerned with identifying the 

sources of high impact with regard to citations (individual research articles, authors, 

publication venues) of the research corpus. Structure is represented by the co-authorship 

network of the corpus (Wasserman and Faust, 1994).  Content looks for the underlying 

(latent) topics in a corpus of research articles and is addressed through topic modelling of 

abstracts, which ‘enables us to organize and summarize electronic archives at a scale that 

would be impossible by human notation’ (Blei, 2012, p.78).  This paper focuses on analysis of 

the impact of journals only.  While author analysis can be conducted, the results are less 

clear-cut since there is no unique author identification available and the disambiguation of 

authors’ names is a noisy process. There are estimated to be between 6.2-7.8m academic 

faculty members/professional researchers worldwide with perhaps 1m teaching or 

researching in the disciplines represented by the FT50 journals 

(https://en.unesco.org/node/252273, https://www.quora.com/How-many-researchers-

are-there-in-the-world). Within the 1m researchers, there are around 40,000 individuals 

who have authored or co-authored a paper in the FT50 journals over all the journals’ entire 

lifespans. Very few authors have published two or more FT50 papers, with the most 

published author producing 85 FT50 papers.  While an analysis of the content of the FT50 

articles would be insightful, again this has to be left to a separate analysis.  The focus here 

is on assessing the impact of the journals that comprise the FT50 and the AIS Basket. 

https://github.com/rvidgen/clr
https://github.com/rvidgen/clr
https://en.unesco.org/node/252273
https://en.unesco.org/node/252273
https://www.quora.com/How-many-researchers-are-there-in-the-world
https://www.quora.com/How-many-researchers-are-there-in-the-world
https://www.quora.com/How-many-researchers-are-there-in-the-world
https://www.quora.com/How-many-researchers-are-there-in-the-world
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Data collection 

The computational literature review (CLR) is used to analyze bibliometric 

information from Scopus, which claims to be ‘the largest abstract and citation database of 

peer-reviewed literature: scientific journals, books and conference proceedings.’ 

(www.elsevier.com/solutions/scopus). While Scopus is recognized as a high-quality source 

of data for systematic reviews, it is not a complete resource and other databases, such as 

Thomson Reuters Web of Science, have different coverage.  Google’s Scholar gives the 

widest coverage but at the expense of quality.  Scopus allows citation and abstract data to 

be downloaded in csv (comma separated variable) format, making it a convenient source of 

data.  Breadth of coverage, quality of data, and ease of extraction make Scopus an ideal 

choice for analyzing the FT50 journals and IS basket journals. 

To collect the data for analysis, all of the FT50 and IS basket journals were searched 

in Scopus using the relevant ISSN.  Where there were more than 2,000 articles (the 

maximum number of articles that can be downloaded from a single search) returned then 

multiple searches were performed subdivided by publication year.  Citation data was 

collected in June 2019 for articles published in the time period 2000 through 2018.  The 

period 2000-2018 was chosen as it is long enough and recent enough to give a good 

account of which journals, which articles, and which disciplines count. A census date of 

June 2018 was chosen as, firstly, it gives sufficient time for 2018 articles to have settled 

(articles relating to a previous year often appear in the early months of the following year), 

and, secondly, the 2019 JIF scores (relating to 2017 and 2018) are available. 

The starting year is chosen to provide a sufficiently wide range of years to make 

overall impact measures such as the H index meaningful. Grover (2019) argues that the 

five-year period used by Fitzgerald et al. (2019) is too short a period since the half-life of 

MIS Quarterly papers is more than 10 years (as of 2018 citation reports the half-life for MIS 

Quarterly is 13.3 years and the half-life for the Academy of Management Review is 19.8 

years). Journal half-life is the median article publication date and can be thought of as a 

measure of the ‘shelf-life’ of the articles published in a journal (see http://help.prod-

incites.com/inCites2Live/indicatorsGroup/aboutHandbook/usingCitationIndicatorsWisely

/citedHalfLife.html for further details). Given these long half-lives, a period longer than ten 

http://help.prod-incites.com/inCites2Live/indicatorsGroup/aboutHandbook/usingCitationIndicatorsWisely/citedHalfLife.html
http://help.prod-incites.com/inCites2Live/indicatorsGroup/aboutHandbook/usingCitationIndicatorsWisely/citedHalfLife.html
http://help.prod-incites.com/inCites2Live/indicatorsGroup/aboutHandbook/usingCitationIndicatorsWisely/citedHalfLife.html
http://help.prod-incites.com/inCites2Live/indicatorsGroup/aboutHandbook/usingCitationIndicatorsWisely/citedHalfLife.html
http://help.prod-incites.com/inCites2Live/indicatorsGroup/aboutHandbook/usingCitationIndicatorsWisely/citedHalfLife.html
http://help.prod-incites.com/inCites2Live/indicatorsGroup/aboutHandbook/usingCitationIndicatorsWisely/citedHalfLife.html
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years is warranted, and we select the year 2000 as an appropriate start point as with a time 

span of 19 years it takes into account the long half-lives of FT50 journals. 

The CLR software calculates the citations per article and H index, based on the articles 

presented to it in a particular corpus. For instance, if the period is 2000-2018 then the 

impact metrics will relate specifically to this time period and, therefore, if articles for all 

years are presented to the CLR software then a different set of impact metrics will be 

produced.  In other words, these metrics can be considered as local rather than global. 

Where the corpus is the same as that used in Scopus then identical results are produced in 

both the CLR and Scopus.  For example, if we present a corpus that contains all the articles 

for a given author then the author H index calculated by the CLR is the same as that 

calculated by Scopus. The 2018 JIFs are taken from the InCites 2019 Journal Citation 

Reports (JCR). 

4 RESULTS 

Publications were extracted filtering the Scopus document type by selecting ‘Article’, 

‘Review’, ‘Note’ and ‘Editorial’ (removing articles in press, letters and erratum gives a more 

consistent picture of research outputs). For this nineteen-year period there are 63,475 

documents. In Figure 2 the number of articles per year is shown. Despite a steady increase 

in outputs from 2000 to 2008, from 2009 there appears to be something of a plateau in the 

number of papers published in the FT50 journals. It is also worth noting that the change 

from 45 to 50 journals in 2016 seemingly did not have a material impact on the number of 

articles published. 
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Figure 2: FT50 articles per year (63,475 articles for 2000 through 2018) 

The number of citations ranges from 0 to 16,500 and the distribution is severely skewed, as 

noted by Fitzgerald et al., (2019). The mean number of citations for an article is 58.07 while 

the median is 19. This difference is illustrated in the histogram in Figure 3, which shows 

the data from 0 to 500 citations with bins of 10 and demonstrates right skew and a strong 

long-tail effect (more than 25,000 articles having 0 to 10 citations and there is a tail that 

extends from 501 to 16,500 citations that is not shown). 

 

Figure 3: Histogram of number of citations (articles with 0 to 500 citations) 
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Journal impact analysis 

The individual FT50 journals are presented in Table 2. To see how the AIS Basket 

journals fare, we supplement the FT50 with the remaining five IS journals that are not part 

of the FT50. Including all of the IS Basket journals increases the total number of articles 

analyzed from 63,475 to 66,134. In this dataset all 55 journals have an end year of 2018 

and, while the majority of journals have a start year of 2000, five have a later start year.  

MIT Sloan Management Review and Review of Finance both have a start year of 2001, which 

is the earliest year available in Scopus.  The website for Entrepreneurship: Theory and 

Practice shows publication started in 2002, while 2004 is the earliest year available in 

Scopus.  The Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal website shows publication started in 2007, 

with Scopus providing data from 2011. The Journal of the AIS began publication in 2000, 

with Scopus providing data from 2007. This difference in start year will likely have an 

impact on the H index and median citations since articles that have been published for 

longer will have had more time to accrue citations. The JIF will not be affected as this is 

calculated using citations for articles published in 2016 and 2017. 

The H index is a value calculated based on the corpus, i.e., for the 66,134 articles 

published in the period 2000-2018. While we use median citations in the journal impact 

score we also show the mean number of citations for each journal. Articles per year is 

calculated by dividing the number of articles by the number of years for which data is 

present (in all but five instances this is 19 years). The number of articles published in 2018 

is shown to give a current view of journal output as well as an averaged one. The JIF is the 

2018 value as reported in 2019. 

To arrive at an overall ranking we give each of the three measures in the HMJ index 

(H index, median citations, JIF) equal weighting and construct a composite ranking by 

simply adding the three individual ranks together and then sorting the results in order of 

lowest to highest overall score. On this basis, the top performing journals are clear – the 

highest ranked journals have total scores of 11, 11, and 13 (the sums of columns 2, 3, and 

4) reflecting significant impact across all three measures. MIS Quarterly performs strongly 

with a score of 41, placing it thirteenth overall (and top in terms of mean citations per 

article). JMIS and JSIS rank equal 34th followed by ISR in 37th place. EJIS and ISJ are tightly 
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grouped (40th and 41st, respectively), followed by JAIS and JIT (43rd and 45th, respectively). 

All eight AIS Basket journals can be argued to hold their own amongst the other FT50 

journals, therefore. 

Having said that, MIS Quarterly appears to be in a different class from the other seven 

AIS Basket journals (supporting the findings of Fitzgerald et al., 2019). The performance of 

ISR is, it must be said, surprising by comparison. Given that JMIS joined the expanded FT 

journal listing in late 2016 and that data are presented up to 2018 then JMIS is likely to be 

in a good position to benefit from an ‘FT50 effect’ and might be expected to rise up the 

ranking as it becomes a preferred destination for business and management scholars. 

While JAIS is 43rd it must be noted that data for JAIS are only available for 2007 onward; 

including all years would likely increase the H index. Although MISQ and JSIS score best in 

terms of the JIF, ranking 25th and 30th respectively, the IS basket journal JIFs are rather 

disappointing relatively speaking (e.g., ISR is ranked 49th). 

Another interesting factor to note is the variation in the number of articles published 

by each of the journals. The Journal of Business Ethics published an average of 292.1 articles 

per year (419 articles in 2018) followed by the American Economic Review with an average 

of 208.8 (113 articles in 2018). While the Journal of Business Ethics is number one for 

volume, it is ranked 36th overall (Table 2).  At the other end of the spectrum, Administrative 

Science Quarterly published an average of 20.7 articles (27 in 2018), and the Strategic 

Entrepreneurship Journal published an average of 20.8 (23 articles in 2018). The three 

journals comprising information management are reasonably consistent, ranging from 22.2 

articles per annum for The Journal of Strategic Information Systems to 45 articles per 

annum for the Journal of Management Information Systems (although MIS Quarterly appears 

to have increased production recently with 61 articles in 2018). 
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Table 2: Journal HMJ index ranking for 2000-2018 (n = 66,134) 
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Discipline impact analysis 

By rolling the journals up to the CABS subject area we can see the relative impact of the 

management disciplines (Table 3). As with journals, we use the H index to assess the 

impact of the journal and median citations per article to assess the average impact of the 

disciplines. The JIF for each discipline is calculated as the average of the JIFs that comprise 

that discipline. Giving each of the three measures an equal weighting, we find that the top 

three most impactful disciplines are Economics, International business, and Strategy. At the 

bottom of the table are Operations management, Operations research, and Human resource 

management. Information management is in the lower half of the table in ninth place. 

The H index metric tends to favor those disciplines which publish more articles and 

unsurprisingly General management, with eight journals and 14,608 articles, has the 

largest H index (356). On the basis of H index, Information management (229) ranks fifth. 

On the basis of median article impact, International business is represented by a single 

journal and comes out top (35.0), while Information management is fourth (27.0) but 

comes top in terms of mean citations per article (100.3). Human resource management 

ranks fifteenth for H index, citations per article, and JIF. With regard to the discipline JIF, 

International business and Economics score most highly with Information management 

and Human resource management at the bottom of the table. 

 

 

Table 3: Discipline impact analysis for 2000-2018 (n = 63,475) 
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Thus, while Information management scores well for H index and median citations 

per article it is not performing as well on JIF (fourteenth) and is particularly affected by the 

low JIF score for ISR. Given that Accounting has six journals in the FT50 then, with a 

ranking of eleventh equal it might be argued that Accounting is punching below its weight. 

Article impact analysis 

In Table 4 the top 20 articles from a total of 66,134 (i.e., the FT50 plus the AIS 

Basket), as ranked by raw citation count, are shown.  The most highly cited paper is a 

methods paper addressing common method bias.  Articles ranked 2, 3, 15, and 20 are 

concerned with technology acceptance.  Information management has six papers in the top 

20 – more than any other discipline, including General management, which has 5 articles.  

This suggests that the information management discipline has influence, and impact 

outside of its field, with notable areas being the technology acceptance model and 

knowledge management. Looking at citations from the other end, it is worth noting that of 

the 66,134 articles analyzed 6,169 (9.3%) have zero citations. Removing articles published 

in 2018 (as of June 2019, these have had little time to be cited) from the dataset shows 

5,068 articles with zero citations (8.2%). It seems that, even in the most prestigious 

management journals, a not insubstantial proportion of published research has no 

discernible scholarly impact. 
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Table 4: Top 20 most highly cited papers in the FT50 for 2000-2018 (n = 66,134) 

With reference to the IS Basket journals, Table 5 shows the most highly cited paper 

for each of the eight journals. The FT50 IS journals (ranked 1, 2, and 3) have had greater 

success in having a ‘hit’ paper than have the other five members of the AIS Basket. 
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Table 5: The most highly cited paper (2000-2018) for each of the AIS Basket journals 

DISCUSSION 

Journal rankings and lists, such as the FT50, the CABS AJG, and the AIS Basket, do 

matter and have real consequences for individual academics, their academic groupings, and 

for the IS discipline as a whole. In some senses journal lists represent a game that has to be 

played and, as with all games, understanding the rules is essential. As Loebbecke et al. 

(2019) argue, ‘we voluntarily and happily joined the academic game knowing it had certain 

rules, so we feel that we ought to play by the rules whether we like them or not.’ 

Implications for practice 

A number of practical implications arise from the analysis of the FT50 and the AIS 

Basket of 8 for IS scholars, IS groups, and the IS discipline. 

(1) For IS scholars. Scholars need to publish if they are to get (and retain) a job, get 

tenure, and get promoted. In thinking about where to publish their research, scholars 

might consider the probability of success by taking into account factors such as the number 

of articles a journal publishes each year. Having a paper accepted in a General management 

journal that only publishes around 20 papers a year (e.g., Administrative Science Quarterly, 

which ranks 11th overall in the FT50) is likely a qualitatively different experience from 
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publishing in a journal that publishes more than 400 articles a year (e.g., Journal of Business 

Ethics). It also seems likely that the editorial process for selecting, reviewing, and 

publishing more than 400 papers a year may be rather different from publishing twenty 

papers a year. Given that much of IS research is interdisciplinary, IS scholars targeting the 

FT50 might consider going outside of the three FT50 IS journals and target journals in 

other disciplines, such as marketing, accounting, and operations management, as well as 

more general management venues (such as the Journal of Business Ethics and MIT Sloan 

Management Review). 

In presenting their research records to prospective employers and for tenure and 

promotion cases, scholars might consider including journal metrics (alongside citation 

counts for their individual articles) such as JIF and the number of articles published per 

year. When reporting FT50 publications they might also reference Table 2 from this paper 

to show the ranking of the journal within the FT50 journal list. 

(2) For IS groups. Academic units need to hire staff and then incentivise and reward 

them if they are to be retained. When making and hiring, tenure, and promotion decisions 

business schools are advised to consider the impact of the articles an applicant has 

published and the extent of their social network (Cuellar et al., 2016) rather than simply 

counting the number of FT50 and IS Basket of 8 papers an applicant has to their name. It 

should be common practice to include the latest citation figures for the articles listed on an 

applicant’s curriculum vitae (CV). As is the case for individual scholars presenting their 

CVs, a hiring department should also be aware that not all journals are equal in terms of 

impact and the number of articles published each year. If applicants and groups move more 

toward a metric-based approach (individual article citation counts and journal impact 

measures) the practice of counting articles in ranked journals can be mitigated – in part at 

least. 

IS groups also need to play a political game within their institution in order to gain 

resources, such as the number of full-time equivalent research staff who can be employed 

and the funds to provide research incentives and conference participation. This involves 

supporting academic staff and presenting the group’s performance in the best possible light 

to the wider institution. Rather than focus staff on three journals from the FT50 (or four 
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from the CAB AJG, or eight from the AIS Basket) a group might encourage its academic staff 

members to cast the net wider - particularly if the institution values FT50 publications over 

and above all others due to its impact on business school rankings. IS groups need to 

understand institutional politics and the rules of the game if they are to thrive in a 

competitive business school environment.  

Business schools need to compare people within disciplines and across disciplines 

when hiring, rewarding and promoting. This may impact scholars in disciplines in which 

the academic groupings tend to be small (such as IS) more than in those where there are 

often substantial groups (such as accounting). 

(3) For the IS discipline. The IS discipline needs its research, and hence its journals, to 

be valued by institutions, libraries, grant-awarding bodies, and government (who, in many 

countries, conduct assessments of research performance and allocate funding accordingly). 

While measures such as the JIF have been criticised and journal lists disparaged, individual 

researchers, their academic units, and the IS discipline as a community will be 

disadvantaged should it unilaterally decide to ignore these performative artefacts. The IS 

discipline can use metrics to consider questions such as: are the most appropriate IS 

journals included in the journal lists and rankings (for example, ISR ranks below JMIS and 

JSIS in terms of impact)? Is a sufficient number of IS journals included in the influential 

journal lists (for example, Accounting and Marketing each have six journals in the FT50)? 

Do the IS journals publish a suitable number of articles to represent the IS discipline (for 

example, the AIS Basket journals published a total of 340 articles in 2018). 

We might further wish to promote the use of metrics over the use of researcher 

sentiment in deciding which journals are included in prestigious journal lists such as the 

FT50 and in ranked lists such as the Chartered Association of Business Schools (CABS) and 

the Australian Business Deans Council (ABDC). While Davidson (2019) argues that the 

better review processes of the top-ranked journals help to ensure article quality, Fitzgerald 

and Dennis (2019) dispute this and point to evidence that the review process has been 

demonstrated to not be valid or reliable. Moving toward a greater use of journal metrics 

will help counterbalance subjectivity in assessing journal ‘quality’. 
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This raises the issue of the composition and stability of the journal lists.  Clearly, there 

need to be mechanisms by which journals are added, or removed, from lists. The way in 

which this change is decided is problematic, but so too is the consequence of change. For 

example, how are papers published in journals that were constituents of the FT50 list at the 

time they are published, but the journal has subsequently been removed from the list, to be 

compared to papers that were published in a journal before it joined the list? And how are 

those papers compared to ones in journals that have remained in the lists? Instability in the 

lists risks scholars’ publications records becoming dynamic through no fault on their part. 

In some disciplines, such as computer science, where the field moves quickly, some 

conferences are regarded as superior to most journals.  In others, such as history, books are 

a better recognised scholarly outlet. Focussing on journal publications may unwarrantedly 

privilege this type of research output.  

Limitations and future work 

The work has limitations. While impact is assessed using three measures, HMJ index 

(H index, median citations, JIF), all three are rooted in citation counts. While these give an 

indication that research outputs are being noticed and drawn on this does not necessarily 

mean the mention is either positive or substantive. While the combination of three 

measures with equal weightings might be questioned, the three measures do, collectively, 

give a more nuanced view of journal impact than would be the case when relying on a 

single measure (all of which have documented strengths and weaknesses). We note that 

the CABS AJG (2018) method standardizes citation measures by subject area. We prefer to 

retain unstandardized measures in order to report absolute impact and to highlight 

differences between journals and subject areas. We further recognize that impact in the 

broader sense is not addressed by the HMJ index, e.g., on industry, practice, and policy. 

Future work will investigate whether a wider range of metrics might be incorporated, 

such as social media presence, reporting in the media, and altmetrics. Caution should be 

exercised in expanding the range of metrics used; for example, Sauer and Willcocks (2019) 

see a risk in altmetrics in that they are easily manipulated (more dramatically and more 

easily than journal self-citations). We plan to repeat this analysis on a regular basis to see 
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how the impact of FT50 and IS basket journals change over time and to monitor whether 

the IS discipline has an appropriate level of presentation in the FT50. For example, in 

determining how many journals that a discipline has in the FT50 it would be useful to 

compare the number of articles published in FT50 journals for a discipline to the number of 

researchers active in that discipline. Researchers may wish to investigate the extent to 

which journal impact, as measured through citation data, is related to the ranking a journal 

receives in tiered lists such as the CABS AJG and the ABDC Journal Quality List. And, from a 

broader perspective, researchers are encouraged to investigate journal lists as a strategic 

phenomenon, for example through ideas such as strategic signaling. 

CONCLUSIONS 

We have proposed a measure of journal impact, the HMJ index, that comprises three 

elements: H index, median citations, and JIF. Using this metric, we find that the Information 

Systems discipline is in reasonably good health when placed in the context of the FT50. Of 

the three journals that represent the IS discipline in the FT50, MISQ performs most strongly 

(in thirteenth place overall, and fifth for median citations per article). The remaining two 

journals, ISR and JMIS, are clearly of a different order of impact compared to MISQ. Indeed, 

ISR’s performance in terms of impact is, relatively speaking, lacklustre (i.e., below that of 

JMIS and JSIS), largely as a result of a JIF score that places it 49th out of the 55 journals 

analyzed in Table 2. Apart from MISQ, all the AIS Basket journals fall into the second half of 

the combined FT50/AIS Basket table. Importantly, none is outside these 50 journals, 

however. With regard to JMIS, it will be interesting to see if this journal benefits from an 

‘FT50 effect’ over the next few years. When journals are grouped into CABS categories the 

IS discipline ranks well for median citations (4th overall) and H index (fifth overall) but is 

let down by low JIF scores (fourteenth of fifteen). In terms of big hitting articles, the IS 

discipline performs very well with six out of the top 20 most highly cited FT50 articles. 

We have acknowledged the deeply performative nature of journal lists, for example 

when they are drawn on as part of the strategic signaling processes concerning the 

communication of values and priorities. This performative aspect can lead to reinforcing 

patterns that shape – and constrain - research fields. Whether we like it or not, journal lists 

really do matter. For many academics the discussion of journal rankings and the associated 



 

29 

games that accompany them may be uncomfortable and possibly even distasteful; after all, 

we are first and foremost researchers and it is the research that should count above all. 

While we believe this to be true, as researchers, we need resource to do our research, such 

as time freed from teaching, funds to attend conferences, and the financial and political 

support of the educational institutions of which we are part. Recognition of IS amongst our 

peers across the business and management spectrum - through representation in artefacts 

such as the FT50 and the CABS AJG – is key. 
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