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Editorial 

Physics and Imaging in Radiation Oncology comes of age 

This editorial is written to celebrate the seven-year journey of Physics 
and Imaging in Radiation Oncology (phiRO). phiRO is still a young journal, 
for sure compared to the classical journals founded in the 19th century, 
in general science (Nature, 1869; Science, 1880), in medicine (New En-
gland Journal of Medicine, 1812; The Lancet, 1823) and also in radiation 
medicine (British Journal of Radiology, 1896). On the other hand, the 
publishing landscape is dynamic, and it has been shown that less than 
one-fourth of the medical journals that were active fifty years ago are 
still in operation [1]. Since the ’birth’ of phiRO (with the first volume in 
January 2017) [2], we have shown steady growth in the no. of papers we 
publish per year, as well as in the number of submissions we receive. 
Last year, in 2023, we received almost 240 submissions and published 
117 papers. Slightly more than half of the 2023 submissions originated 
from Europe, around 20% from North America and Australia combined, 
while an increasing proportion of the submissions come from Asia 
(increasing from 10% in 2020 to 25% in 2023). The most recent sign of 
the maturation of our journal came in June 2023 with the first Impact 
Factor (of 3.7). 

While phiRO is increasingly attracting submissions from around the 
globe, we are still fully committed to serving the physics and imaging 
scientists associated with the European Society for Radiotherapy and 
Oncology (ESTRO). During the last years, we have taken over the ’torch’ 
from Radiotherapy and Oncology in publishing the very best physics and 
imaging contributions presented at the annual ESTRO meeting [3–13]. 
This tradition secures a strong connection between phiRO and the 
highest quality science presented by leading groups and individuals in 
our field. As we continue to grow, this connection will be essential to 
achieve our goal of becoming the first-choice publication route for all 
medical physics and imaging scientists in radiation oncology. 

Our tight connection to ESTRO is also evident by our series of pub-
lications related to other activities of the society, including the ESTRO 
Physics workshops. Several of our special issue collections originate 
from these grassroot initiatives [14–16]. In this setting, phiRO supports 
these activities by being the publication channel for research findings [e. 
g. 17], for survey papers [18–20] and other scientific workshop outputs. 
In addition, we are shortly publishing our first ESTRO guideline paper, 
while several others are in the pipeline. These are all excellent examples 
of the mutual dependence and benefit between our society and phiRO. 

In the previous and current volume, phiRO has published the two first 
pairs of ‘letter to the editor’ and ’author response’ [21–24]. This is a 
classical format for scientific discussions that we indeed welcome in our 
journal. This mode of scientific interaction could be seen as an early 
form of open post-publication peer review, as successfully adopted by 
some journals as a main component of their manuscript evaluation 
strategy (e.g. Atmospheric Chemistry and Physics from 2001, with current 

Impact Factor of 6.3) [25]. However, with the development of profes-
sionally focused social media channels (e.g. former Twitter, now X, and 
LinkedIn), many journals are using these platforms for post-publication 
announcements and discussions of scientific papers. In phiRO, we have 
recently formed a new team of scientists and Editorial Board Members 
that will reinforce our social media presence. Our ambition is to provide 
an interactive platform for genuine scientific discussions [7]. It is the 
aim that these discussions will merge the classical ‘letter to the editor’ 
format with the engaging scientific exchanges taking place at our con-
ferences. You are encouraged to take part in these discussions at our X 
platform [26]. 

phiRO has also matured within the family of ESTRO’s journals. By 
belonging to this family, we have taken advantage of the efficient 
manuscript transfer system from Radiotherapy and Oncology. Currently, 
we are receiving manuscript submissions for a joint special issue with 
Radiotherapy and Oncology, on automation in radiation oncology. This 
represents a new level of collaboration, where the two journals are 
taking part on equal terms, with the same requirements for originality 
and quality, yet with distinct differences in the journal profiles. As a 
journal for the whole field of radiation oncology, papers in Radiotherapy 
and Oncology should be written so that they are relevant for an inter-
disciplinary audience. Papers that are more aimed for a specialised, in- 
depth physics and imaging-focused readership, should be submitted to 
phiRO. This principle applies generally and not only for this special 
issue. Even more recently we have also initiated a joint special issue on 
brachytherapy, along with our two online sibling journals, Clinical and 
Translational Radiation Oncology and Technical Innovations and Patient 
Support in Radiation Oncology. Our common online and flexible format 
opens possibilities for new and exciting ways of publishing. In the future, 
the journals in the ESTRO family will continue to join forces, to serve the 
field of radiation oncology the best. Our perspective is still that phiRO 
should become the first choice journal for physics and imaging scientists 
in our field. Our unique and dedicated readership, our fully open access 
profile, combined with our thorough peer-review processes are advan-
tages that should help us make this ambition come through. 

Looking outside of our profession onto the wider publishing land-
scape, it is interesting to note that the growth of phiRO has taken place 
through a period with massive changes and challenges in the publication 
industry. The movement towards open access is one major change, 
altering the business models of publishing houses with implications for 
associated institutions such as libraries and universities. Open access 
benefits all scientists across the globe as it gives immediate access to 
research ideas and results through any internet connection. This is very 
likely to have contributed to our first Impact Factor being relatively 
high. However, the open access publication fees have also become the 
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fuel for the new ’mega journals’ that cover broad scientific areas, e.g. 
Scientific Reports covers all natural sciences, medicine and engineering, 
and published almost 22,000 papers in 2022 [27]. Closer to our field, 
Frontiers in Oncology published more than 7000 papers in the same year 
[27]. These journals typically only evaluate the scientific validity in 
their submissions (in terms of methodology and analysis), but do not 
take the potential impact or importance into account in their decisions 
to publish. While this contradicts the requirement of originality enforced 
by traditional journals, there are several agreeable features in this 
approach, e.g. by supporting the publication of negative results, and of 
replications of findings. Another major change in the publishing land-
scape is the appearance of so-called predatory journals [28]. While this 
term itself has been debated, journals recognised as belonging to this 
category are characterised by an aggressive (and often unspecific) 
journal marketing, combined with superficial peer-review and very 
short manuscript handling times. While establishing phiRO in this 
landscape, we have emphasised the opposite, focusing on a high-quality 
and thorough peer-review process. While efficient and rapid handling is 
important, we are always prioritising careful peer-review, in the interest 
of authors and future readers. Most papers we publish typically go 
through two to five iterations of peer-review and author revision with 
the involvement of at least two reviewers. Our strategy is to take the best 
from the open access world (its wide, immediate and no-cost availabil-
ity) and combine this with the high-quality peer-review from classical 
high-impact journals. 

With our many achievements and ongoing initiatives, coupled with 
our strong first Impact Factor, we experienced an almost doubling in 
submission numbers from 2022 to 2023, and the trend appears to 
continue. For our rigorous peer-review strategy to be sustainable, we are 
now expanding our team of editors with two new Associate Editors. One 
of the new Associate Editors will be covering the increasing involvement 
of computer science in radiotherapy physics and imaging research while 
the other will strengthen our physics expertise connected to adaptive 
and 4D radiotherapy. Besides, we are every year updating our team of 
Editorial Board members, to make sure we continue to have scientifi-
cally active experts from every sub-field of the research areas affiliated 
to us. These are often involved at a level in-between reviewers and ed-
itors, e.g. being involved in the handling of papers transferred from 
Radiotherapy and Oncology. 

To conclude, phiRO is indeed coming of age. Using the analogy of 
upcoming generations, phiRO has matured and is embracing a new way 
of doing things, diverging from approaches from the past. The ambitions 
for phiRO continue to be very high, aiming to become the strongest and 
most flourishing journal in our field. However, these ambitions can only 
be achieved if we realise and exploit the mutual dependence and benefit 
between the journal and the scientific development of us as individuals 
and as society. 
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