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FROM THE EDITOR
Robert W. Heath Jr.  |  Editor-in-Chief  |   rheath@utexas.edu

The summer is a quiet period for many 
of us, especially academics without 
regularly scheduled courses. Coupled 

with the complexities of traveling during 
COVID-19, many of us are spending 
more time at home and are trying to de-
vote some time to more strategic think-
ing. Here I would like to share with you 
some thoughts about survey papers ver-
sus the tutorials currently found in IEEE 
Signal Processing Magazine (SPM).

I have explained in past editorials 
about special issues (SIs) [1] and fea-
ture articles [2]. While both categories 
focus on tutorials, the requirements are 
a bit different. An SI article is at most 
20 pages, with 30 references and 10 fig-
ures (with subfigures counted as a fig-
ure), while a feature article is at most 40 
pages, with 50 references and 15 figures 
(again with subfigures counted as a fig-
ure). The reason behind the difference in 
requirements is that an SI article appears 
in an issue with a number of other arti-
cles on the same topic. It is expected that 
SI articles are more focused compared 
with a stand-alone feature article. 

The editor-in-chief (EIC) of SPM re-
ceives many questions, complaints, and 
criticisms related to the requirements 
for the magazine’s articles. Sadly, at 
least in my case, the EIC rarely receives 
any praise for the content in the maga-
zine by authors or readers. I think many 
complaints arise from the prevalence 

of electronic publishing. Very few of us 
have actually opened a paper copy of the 
transactions recently. The idea of having 
a page limit seems unreal when there are 
only bits, not physical pages printed for 
most IEEE Members. SPM and other 
IEEE magazines are certainly an excep-
tion. They are still printed and option-
ally mailed to members who choose to 
receive a paper copy. The magazine has 
a certain optimal length for each issue 
around 130–180 pages, which is deter-
mined by aesthetics and the binding. 
Further, the page budget for the maga-
zine is approved every year. The maga-
zine is also prepared and formatted by 
a special team at IEEE, and articles are 
edited, figures may be enhanced, etc. In 
short, page limits are driven in part by 
the fact that the magazine is still printed 
on paper. 

If SPM were only available elec-
tronically, would I support having 
unlimited pages? The answer is no. I be-
lieve strongly that page limits are essen-
tial in crafting a succinct message. The 
page limit is like the canvas size. By 
knowing the size, it is possible to adapt 
the detail in what you paint accordingly. 
As readers of SPM come from all back-
grounds, a succinct message is often 
highly appreciated. Many readers see 
SPM as a relaxing diversion from read-
ing more technical transactions articles. 
Of course, some readers also see SPM
as a more technical departure from tra-
ditional magazines like Wired, which 
rarely have even one equation. 

The limitations on references is an-
other source of contention. The argument 
goes something like this: If my article 
is within the page limitations, why can’t 
I include as many references as I want 
in the article? This is the situation in 
transactions, like IEEE Transactions on 
Signal Processing (TSP), for example, 
and is familiar to many authors. The 
main reason is that feature articles or SI 
articles are tutorials, not surveys. They 
are meant to introduce a topic and pro-
vide perspective. They are not intended 
to provide a detailed map of all related 
research contributions and how they 
relate. I view SPM’s audience as want-
ing to know the key five articles on 
this topic versus a survey that d iscuss-
es 150 a r ticles and how they relate. It 
is not to say that survey articles are not 
valuable to the field. But they do not 
fit well within the current structure 
of SPM. 

What about figure limitations? This 
is trickier. Figures are quite useful as 
SPM articles usually explain concepts 
with as few equations as possible. Why 
have a limitation on figures? I do not 
know for sure. In general, I see the limi-
tation as a forcing function to encour-
age the authors to explain the ideas in a 
terse way. But I can imagine many po-
tential counterexamples to this. Anoth-
er reason may be that figures require 
extra processing steps by the publish-
ing team. However, I am not sure if 
a few extra figures would drastically 
change the budget. A final reason may 
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be that figures take more space, requir-
ing a compromise between text length 
and number of figures, which is hard 
to do given all of the article process-
ing steps for the magazine. It is easier 
for transactions where the authors es-
sentially format their article. I think a 
new policy could be realized that al-
lows for extra figures at the expense of 
some text. 

Now back to surveys. If SPM is not 
the right venue, where can surveys on 
IEEE Signal Processing Society (SPS) 
topics be published? One approach is 
through the “overview article” mech-
anism [3], which is applicable for SPS 
publications like TSP. There are no 
reference limits, and the articles are 
generally expected to be more tech-
nical than an SPM article. There are 
still page limits though, requiring care-
ful writing. 

I would like to advocate for an alter-
native: create a new journal titled IEEE 

Signal Processing Surveys and Tutori-
als, which is shameless rephrasing of 
the IEEE Communications Surveys & 
Tutorials (CST). By the way, the most 
recent impact factor for CST was more 
than 20! CST has nicely defined the tu-
torial and survey categories. Quoting 
from [4], 

A tutorial article in IEEE Com-
munications Surveys & Tutorials 
should be designed to help the 
reader to become familiar with 
and learn something specific 
about a chosen topic. … Where 
appropriate, references for ob-
taining the background should 
be provided. The objective of ci-
tations in a tutorial should be to 
provide the reader with referenc-
es where concepts can be studied 
more deeply, and these should 
be selected carefully rather than 
comprehensively.

and also

The term survey, as applied here, 
is defined to mean a survey of 
the literature. A survey article 
in IEEE Communications Sur-
veys & Tutorials should provide 
a comprehensive review of de-
velopments in a selected area, 
covering its development from 
its inception to its current state 
and beyond, and illustrating its 
development though liberal cita-
tions from the literature. Such ci-
tations would naturally lead to an 
authoritative and comprehensive 
bibliography. The objective is to 
provide the reader with a sense 
of the history, development, and 
future of the topic area, includ-
ing its interactions with other 
areas, and enough information to 
comprehend the development and 
identify the major players.
From these descriptions, it is clear 

to me that SPM is not equipped with 
the current requirements to serve the 
needs for surveys among SPS members. 
Consequently, I think there is room for 
a new publication in this area. At a 
minimum, it will give the SPM EIC a 
breather from further queries about ref-
erence limits. 
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