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Abstract

Short communications are an integral part of academic journal publishing since they serve
as a forum for scholarly debate on recently published journal articles. Their prestige and
popularity, however, have been declining in the present academic setting. In this short note,
we offer several reasons for this phenomenon.
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In their letter to editor, Turki et al., (2018) showed why letters to journal editors are of
great importance in the scientific community.' In this note, we continue this discussion
and extend it to short communications in general. Short communications may come as
commentaries, opinions, reply articles, abstracts, research briefs, notes, notices, and cor-
respondences to the editor. Alternative terminologies are also used by some journals (e.g.,
“microarticles” instead of “short communications” and “matters arising” instead of “let-
ters to the editor”). Generally, short papers reporting primary research results are peer
reviewed, while policies on those giving opinions, comments, or perspectives vary widely
across journals (Cappell, 2010; Peh & Ng, 2010). Here, we refer to such brief papers col-
lectively unless otherwise stated.

In principle, short communications in academic journals provide an avenue for rapid
publication of potentially important results and up-to-date information, without the detailed
documentation that comes with a full-length research article (Baldwin, 2014). However,
this does not mean that they do not have precise methods and robust results as full-length
papers. After all, a 1000-word medical paper may describe the results of a clinical trial on
a set of 2000 patients.”

! A similar argument was presented by Afifi (2006), Satyanarayana, et al. (1999) and Tierney, O’Rourke &
Fenton (2015).
2 Qur thanks to the referee for highlighting this point.
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There are notable examples of groundbreaking short communications in the history of
twentieth century science. In the physical sciences, for example, the Nobel Prize-winning
discovery of the double-helix structure of DNA was reported by Watson and Crick (1953)
in a two-page note in Nature less than a month after it was submitted. This work is now one
of the cornerstones of modern biotechnology. It also illustrates the role of short papers as a
means of rapid dissemination of findings in a highly competitive setting where authors do
not want to get scooped by other research groups. Moreover, a letter to the editor by Sei-
fritz (1990) in the same journal proposed to accelerate the natural weathering of minerals
to capture CO, from the atmosphere. It is too early to say if this technique will eventually
play a major role in global climate change mitigation efforts in the coming decades, but
this brief contribution of under 300 words has spawned an important sub-area of carbon
management research, and now has over 400 citations in the Scopus database.

In the more formal sciences, like mathematics and logic, the discipline-defining paper
by Nash (1950) in the Proceedings of National Academy of Sciences catapulted game the-
ory as the standard explanatory model in economics. The short note by Church (1936) in
the Journal of Symbolic Logic, along with other related papers of the era, paved the way
in the development of the top-down approaches to artificial intelligence. An abstract pub-
lished by Kripke (1959) in the same journal announced the possible worlds semantics for
modal logics, which is now the standard semantical device used in formal linguistics and
philosophy.

More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has shown the importance of short commu-
nications in medical sciences and public health journals. At the onset of the pandemic,
experts and scholars were grappling about the nature of the disease, the public health poli-
cies needed to contain its spread, and the vaccine protocols that would eventually eradi-
cate it. Short communications in the Journal of the American Medical Association, Lancet
(Elsevier), Journal of Public Health (Oxford), and other high quality academic journals
proved to be an invaluable resource of up-to-date peer reviewed information about COVID-
19. A notable example is a research note published at the onset of the pandemic in Febru-
ary 2020 that first described the likely role of asymptomatic transmission in propagating
COVID-19 (Bai et al., 2020). This result contributed to the implementation of various con-
trol measures, including lockdowns, throughout the world.

Despite the numerous cases of successful short communications, their status in present
academia seems to be in a decline.’ For example, some universities regard them with less
prestige than full articles when it comes to academic career assessments. We offer five
hypotheses to explain this trend.

First, some academics may simply have a wrong impression about the nature of short
communications in academics journals because the very terms used to label them are mis-
leading. Terms like “Commentary”, “Opinion Piece”, “Critical Notice”, “Letter to the Edi-
tor”, and others of the same ilk may give the impression that the articles in these sections
are of the same quality as those found in popular magazines such as Time or The Econo-
mist.* Because of these misleading terms, some academics may have the impression that

3 The exception here lies in disciplines (e.g., the health sciences) with robust traditions in the use of short
communications coupled with supplementary information to document details not found in the main manu-
script.

4 This is not to say that articles in popular magazines are not of good quality—in fact, some could be con-
sidered as literary masterpieces.
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published short communications have not gone through the same peer-review rigor that
full-length research articles have gone through (Cappell, 2010; Kirsch, 2008).

Second, some academics think that the emergence of other (digital) platforms like pre-
print servers (e.g., arXiv.org), academic blogs, social media (e.g., Twitter and FaceBook),
and even the personal websites of academics make short communications obsolete (Alp-
erin et al., 2019; Wang & Zan 2019). The thought is that since one could already “publish”
his/her full paper in these platforms (and have it readily reviewed and checked by peers),
there is no need to communicate initial results as short papers in academic journals (Man-
davilli, 2011). In particular, preprints can get significant publicity and media mileage even
without the benefit of the quality assurance that comes with peer review. Moreover, there
is related worry about being scooped by others. Published initial results in short commu-
nications are still not viewed as full research articles. Thus, an academic may think that
someone else may beat him or her to the punch if s/he just publish a short communication.
A historical case in point is the well-known simulated annealing algorithm for solving opti-
mization problems, which is widely attributed to Kirkpatrick et al. (1983). A competing
work was published concurrently as a largely forgotten short communication (Smith et al.,
1983); to date, the latter paper has been cited just 43 times in the Scopus database, com-
pared to over 28,000 for the former.

Third, with the current pressure to have more indexed and cited research articles in their
portfolios, most academics do not see publishing short communications could increase
their academic standing (Neghina & Nenghina 2011). Not all published abstracts, letters to
the editor, and commentary papers are indexed in Scopus or Web of Science (WoS). Since
most universities put premium in Scopus- or WoS-indexed publications, academics might
be more motivated to write full-length papers than short ones. This argument, of course,
extends to the academic’s citation count considerations and the measure of the overall
academic impact of his/her work; the additional delay incurred in preparing a full-length
research article is viewed as justified by the prospect of more future citations.>

Fourth, journal editors themselves may consider these short papers either to be archaic
and irrelevant in contemporary research discourse, or as being detrimental to journal per-
formance metrics such as Impact Factor or CiteScore. The decreasing rate of publication
of these brief contributions in mainstream literature can then lead to a vicious evolutionary
spiral, with rejection rates escalating steadily because editors and reviewers alike become
increasingly unfamiliar with proper norms to apply in evaluating new submissions. In
response, potential authors may then become reluctant to invest energy into a high-risk,
low-reward publication option.®

Finally, fifth, the original purpose of rapid publication has weakened due to technologi-
cal shifts of journals. In addition to the aforementioned trend in the rapid dissemination
of preliminary findings via preprints (Johansson et al., 2018), scientific literature is now
processed primarily in electronic form. Delays associated with the physical transfer of
documents are a thing of the past. Peer review is carried out over the Internet, and many
journals now keep track of and publicly report manuscript turnover time as a performance
metric. Accepted manuscripts that are technically still “in press” are usually accessible

5 It must be noted, however, that an early bibliometric study by Satyanarayana et al. (1999) found no sig-
nificant difference in citations of short communications and full papers. Their results were of limited scope
and there have been no published attempts to extend or update their analysis.

® However, this hypothesis remains to be proven through a proper bibliometric study. Detailed journal
acceptance statistics are generally not published is a major stumbling block for such investigations.
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to readers (and de facto published) long before the final versions come out in print. This
technology-driven trend has made it easier for researchers to establish priority using the
conventional route of the full research article over short papers.

Given this trend and its drivers, we feel that short communications will likely lose their
high status in the academe. Unless journal editors and administrators themselves do some-
thing about it, writing short communications may be a lost art in many disciplines in the
near future. The implication is that potentially groundbreaking ideas similar to those we
cited here may slip through the cracks and never see the light of day. To avert this trend,
editors need to make a concerted effort to ensure that brief papers remain an important part
of journal portfolios.
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