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INTRODUCTION
Case reports are some of the most fundamental forms of medical 

research. Their importance is often under-estimated, and they can be 
very useful ways to communicate new knowledge. Writing and pub-
lishing a case report is an excellent way for new researchers to practice 
presenting patient information and gain experience in the publication 
process. They also serve as a conduit for seasoned clinicians to convey 
their knowledge and experience with unique diagnoses, those which 
may not be found in text or cohort studies, for others to build on in their 
treatment strategy. This article serves to provide general information 
on the logistics of publishing case reports in a medical journal and may 
be applicable to other types of scientific literature.

Significance of Case Reports. Case reports are regarded as some 
of the oldest ways to communicate medical information, with the 
earliest forms of case reports dating back to the 17th century.1 While 
case reports include limited scientifically significant evidence in the 
hierarchy of medical research, their importance is undeniable. Case 
reports are excellent ways to investigate new or unique presentations of 
a disease or treatment processes and have historically been responsible 
for many significant medical discoveries, such as the identification of 
Thalomide as a cause of congenital abnormalities in the 1960s.2 Case 
reports also can be an excellent way for the novice medical researcher 
to develope familiarity with the process of publishing. Most research-
ers are eager for research and publication opportunities early in their 
career and case reports can facilitate this process.3 Additionally, for 
seasoned clinicians, there are a variety of situations that benefit from 
publication in the form of a case report as seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Situations that warrant a case report.
Novel or unusual presentation of a disease
Variations in a disease process
Unexpected event during treatment
Unique treatment approach
Adverse effects or interactions of medications

First and foremost, a literature search must be performed to ensure 
that the novel information has not been previously published. This 
often occurs during the diagnosis and treatment of the patient’s condi-
tion and the decision to write a case report is a result of this process.

JOURNAL IDENTIFICATION
Once the decision has been made to pursue publication of a case 

report, one must identify a target journal within which the scientific 
information will be found relevant. The requirements or definition of 
what may be considered a “case report” will vary amongst journals and 
this should be identified prior to embarking upon the writing process 

to ensure that the writing style and information conveyed meets the 
requirements of the journal. In a review of 249 medical journals, 65% 
accept case reports.4 While more influential journals may not accept a 
case report, authors should be able to identify a journal within a relevant 
discipline such that their information will be applicable. In fact, some 
journals exist that solely publish case reports such as the Journal of 
Medical Case Reports. Some of the preeminent specialty or subspecial-
ty, peer-reviewed journals have begun to create sub-journals or online 
versions to serve this purpose. 

Considerations in Journal Selection. Once a list of journal options 
for publication have been identified, there are several additional consid-
erations that should be used to guide selection and subsequently the 
writing and publication process. 

Access to Journal Articles. In general, there are three main types 
of journals to consider from both a reader-accessibility and authorship 
standpoint as seen in Table 2. One should pay attention to the peer-
review process for publishing, as this is suggested to lend validity to 
the publication. Additionally, the cost associated with publication may 
differ between journals.

Table 2. Types of journals.
Journal Type Who can Access Who can Publish
Subscription Only subscribers Only subscribers
Open Access Anyone Anyone
Hybrid Subscribers Anyone

Comparative Metrics of Journal Significance.
Impact Factor. Assessing the quality of a journal is not as straight 

forward as it may appear initially, and should include serious consider-
ation. For many authors, the most important method for determining 
journal quality has been impact factor. Before the implications of the 
impact factor are discussed, it is essential to understand how this metric 
is calculated.
             a.   Impact Factor = X/Y

• Where X= the total number of citations the journal 
received over the past two years

• And Y = the total number of citable articles in the journal 
over the past two years

Having a higher impact factor indicates that a journal has relatively 
more citations per article in comparison to another journal. Medical 
journals with the highest impact factors include the New England 
Journal of Medicine at 74.7 and The Lancet at 59.1. For perspective, 
less than 2% of all scientific journals have an impact factor above 10.5 
One benefit of using impact factor to evaluate a journal is that it is a 
very simple metric that is widely used. Additionally, the impact factor 
includes data from the previous two years, which provides a longitudi-
nal view of the activity of a journal. Criticisms of the impact factor are 
that it cannot be reliably used to compare journals across disciplines. 
Furthermore, journals may be selective to accepting articles that are 
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more likely to be cited than others to boost their impact factor. Finally, 
the impact factor can be artificially inflated by the presence of only a 
few highly impactful articles that do not actually reflect on the overall 
impact of the journal itself. Impact factor has been a highly debated 
metric, but it still retains value.

Other Metrics. Fortunately, there exist several alternatives to the 
impact factor that can be useful when judging a journal. Journal Citation 
Reports is a powerful tool that allows for comparison of journals based 
on a few different metrics and filtering options.6 One metric, known 
as the Eigenfactor Score, is similar to the impact factor but instead 
includes data from the past five years rather than two, and cannot 
include any self-citations which are allowed in the impact factor cal-
culation.7 Another measure, the Source Normalized Impact per Paper 
(SNIP), can adjust the citation impact of a journal by comparing it to 
the average number of citations that journals in similar fields receive.8 
This can give a more accurate representation of journals within a disci-
pline. A recent metric that has been gaining in popularity is the Scimago 
Journal and Country Rank.9 It considers the quantity of citations that a 
journal receives as well as the quality of the sources that cite the journal. 
Scimago Journal and Country Rank has a useful website that ranks 
journals according to their own metrics, but also includes other data on 
journals as well.9 CiteScore is another tool powered by the publisher 
Elsevier that ranks journals according to their own custom metrics.10 
Google Scholar has developed its own metric for journal evaluation 
as well.11 An astute author or reader should always be aware of the 
advantages and limitations of these metrics and should utilize several 
different resources when selecting a journal for publication. These 
metrics are shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Alternative metrics to impact factor.

Indexing to an External Database. One of the most important 
factors of a journal is how the articles will be indexed, which drives how 
they are accessed and read by the public. This is an aspect of publishing 
that can be overlooked, and it is not always made obvious by the journal. 
The most impactful medical journals will be indexed in several different 
databases. This means that individuals with access to databases such as 
PubMed, SCOPUS, MedLine, EMBASE and others could all theoreti-
cally access the abstract and/or complete article written in any journal 
that is indexed to those databases. Without being indexed to an external 
database, an article is only visible when searched to subscribers of the 

journal. This concept is visualized in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Visualization of Journal Indexing. The pathway on the left represents 
an indexed journal. In indexed journals, articles are available in the indexed 
database. The pathway on the right represents journals that are not indexed. In 
these journals, articles can only be accessed by subscribers.

Publication of an open access article most often requires payment 
by the author, and journals charge fees that correspond to the level of 
accessibility that a publication will have. The two most common open 
access levels are gold and green. 

Gold. Immediately after publication, the article will be available to 
anyone, and the copyright is maintained by the author. This option is 
often found in open-access or hybrid journals and is the most expensive 
access option.

Green. The journal itself will maintain the copyright to the article 
and will subject it to an “embargo” period before making the article 
accessible to the public and is the cheaper access option. 

Once an article is published, it will be subjected to creative commons 
licensing that varies based on the journal that the article is published in. 
Many journals utilize the Creative Commons Attribution licensing style 
which means that anyone can take the author’s work to share, alter, and 
use, even for commercial purposes, which can be a surprising realiza-
tion for some authors. 

Adopting “Rules” of Journal Selection. Some authors have 
identified essential characteristics that any journal must have to be 
considered safe for submission (Table 4).12,13 

Table 4. Characteristics of trustworthy journals.
The journal is indexed in PubMed
The journal is not predatory
The journal is associated with a publisher or professional group
The journal utilizes a peer review process
The journal has an editorial board
The journal follows recognized publishing standards
The journal is transparent about fees
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The term “predatory journal” refers to journals that lack a substan-
tial peer-review process and will publish almost any article for the sole 
reason of collecting submission fees. These journals have even been 
known to mimic respected journals in attempts to lure authors.14 Other 
signs of a predatory journal include obvious grammatical or format-
ting errors on their website or in their emails.14 These journals also 
may have an editorial board made up of people with irrelevant degrees 
and backgrounds that may be entirely fictional.14 Predatory journals 
are often aggressive in their marketing and may repeatedly email or 
contact potential authors inviting a submission.14 Any sign of these red 
flags should be an immediate deterrence and authors should seek to 
publish their work elsewhere. Identifying a reputable journal can be 
challenging, especially when considering the lengths that some preda-
tory journals will go to entice authors. While it is natural to want to 
publish in “top-tier” journals, it is also important to recognize that there 
are plenty of excellent journals that hold themselves to high standards 
that are searchable, accessible, and potentially more appropriate for 
publication of a case report than the gold-standard journal for one’s 
specialty.

LOGISTICS OF SUBMISSION
Cost of Publishing. Often there can be a financial cost associated 

with paper submission to a journal. Many journals require publishing 
fees, with some also requiring compensation upon submission for the 
paper to undergo the review process, regardless of acceptance. These 
fees, in combination with potential open access costs, should be calcu-
lated and explored prior to embarking upon submission to a specific 
journal. A review of 1,370 open-access journals in 2010 found that the 
cost of publishing can range from $8-$3,900.15 A 2016 review of over 
14,000 papers published by four large research intuitions in the U.S. 
and Canada has shown that the average article processing fee for an 
open-access journal is around $2,000 and the fee for a hybrid journal 
is around $3,000.16 Some journals will reduce or even waive various 
fees with the submission of several exemption forms, and that should 
be explored on a case-by-case basis, as the commonality of this is not 
well known. 

Instructions for Authors Page. After a journal is identified, the 
process of submitting the case report should begin prior to writing 
the manuscript. Journals have a website that includes a section with 
instructions for authors that contain a wide variety of information 
ranging from authorship criteria to specific formatting requirements. 
These pages are not always easy to locate and sometimes can require 
an email to the publisher for assistance in the creation of an account 
for access. A standard protocol of information regarding publication 
criteria or formatting does not exist across journals. Sorniola and col-
leagues reviewed 249 journal websites and found that the instructions 
for authors pages did not always contain consistent or adequate infor-
mation on how to publish a case report in the journal.4

Process and Timeline. Once a manuscript is completed for sub-
mission, the timeline to publication has many variables involved. The 
Editor-in-Chief of the journal sets a timeline for their reviewers, and 
this is variable between journals and is not published or shared to 
the submitting authors. This alone requires several factors, including 
the fact that the peer-reviewers are often full-time clinicians who are 
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participating in this process in the interest of collegiality and altruism. 
Often the journal requires two to three peer reviewers to provide feed-
back on the opportunity for revisions and/or acceptance to the journal. 
The potential result of the review process includes acceptance with 
minor (rare) or major revisions or immediate rejection. The revision 
process often can have a time limit for the author(s) and should be con-
sidered. The revision process for authors adds to consideration of the 
timeline to publication as well. A 2015 analysis of every paper listed 
in PubMed that contained publishing dates showed that the median 
time from submission to publication was around 100 days.17 This search 
reflected on publishing times for over 9,000 different scientific journals 
across a huge variety of fields. Interestingly, the journals that had the 
longest time periods from submission to publication were those with 
either very high or very low impact factors. Journals with moderate 
impact factors typically had shorter waiting times.

CONCLUSIONS
The journey of a research project from inception to publication 

requires attention to detail, willingness to receive and review feedback, 
commitment, and persistence. Even for the most experienced experts 
in the field, this process is involved. Consider it akin to the journey to a 
career in medicine: even after completion of organic chemistry, taking 
the Medical College Admissions Test, completing applications, and 
interviewing for medical school, one must become accepted to medical 
school and complete the courses required to graduate. The process of 
carefully evaluating a journal and understand indexing and open access 
can aid in selecting the appropriate match for the knowledge that an 
author strives to share with peers. These skills are not taught explicitly 
in medical school or residency and often are learned through experi-
ence. This brief overview of considerations in the process of publishing 
a case report is intended to shed light on and facilitate the process for 
the reader.
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