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Abstract 

The aim of this study was to determine, quantitively, what characteristics of undergraduate 

research journals generate the most downloads. Thirty-eight journals were included in the 

study and ten different characteristics were recorded for each journal based on the availability 

of the information. The ten characteristics were discipline of the journal, acceptance rate, total 

downloads of the journal, downloads in the last year, total articles published over the life of the 

journal, cost to the authors for publishing, access to open text, the average number of articles 

per released issue, the school the journal is based out of, and the year the journal was started. 

These metrics were compared to one another as they relate to downloads of the journals. We 

found that most successful journals had the following metrics: they published 8 or more articles 

per issue, published works from any discipline, had open access to the journal, were started 

between 2010 and 2015, and had simplified websites with easy access to information.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

 This thesis is research-based, and thus how the project was carried out is explained in 

the methods section below. For this section, I will focus on how I got the idea for this project, 

some of the challenges I faced, and what I learned.  

 Two years ago, as a sophomore in college, I decided to take the class Fine Focus. This is 

an immersive learning class in which the students produce and operate the undergraduate 

microbiology research journal Fine Focus. The students, overseen by faculty advisor Dr. John 

Mckillip, perform all the functions of the journal such as, reviewing manuscripts for acceptance, 

designing the recent issue, marketing the journal, recruiting editorial board members as well as 

students to submit works, and maintaining the website. Running the journal gave me an insight 

into the publishing side of research and showed me some of the pitfalls that journals like Fine 

Focus fall into. 

 Even being two years removed from the class, I wanted to help improve the journal, and 

in my eyes, the best way to improve it was to first look internally at it and understand how it 

compares to other journals. I knew from working on the journal that the Open Journal System 

(OJS), which is what is used to produce and publish the journal, tracks a lot of meta-data about 

the journal. Because of this, I knew I wanted to look quantitatively at metrics that compose 

these journals and see how Fine Focus compares and uses the findings to improve not only Fine 

Focus, but other undergraduate research journals as well.  

 As I dived into the data collection piece of this, I realized it was a much more daunting 

task than I had initially anticipated. While Fine Focus tracks a lot of its metrics, many 

undergraduate journals do not, or if they do it is not easily obtained. I had to alter what metrics 
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I was looking at and tailor them more towards metrics that undergraduate journals tracked and 

had available. Things like impact factor (a traditional measure of success of a journal) and 

citation rate had to be changed to downloads. I also realized that undergraduate research often 

skewed some of their metrics like acceptance rate making them not a reliable indicator of 

journal function.  

 Until this study, I had never done research centered on third-party survey data 

collection. Most of the data that was collected was via email with managing editors of these 

journals. I was extremely surprised at how poor the response rate was to my emails. Seeing as 

those who run these journals are often passionate about their success, I would have expected a 

greater number and more timely responses, however, this was not the case. From my peers I 

have heard survey-based research especially on a smaller scale is very difficult to drive 

responses, but obviously, this is different from the base of people I was reaching out too.   

 Overall, this study was a good baseline to be built upon in future research on this topic. 

The results showed that journals that published 8 or more articles per issue, published works 

from any discipline, had open access to the journal, were started between 2010 and 2015, and 

had simplified websites with easy access to information were the most successful, but a larger 

sample size is needed to confirm these. I learned a great deal about undergraduate research 

journals and how to go about the general research process. It gave me a new respect for 

survey-based research and the amount of time that must be invested into obtaining useful and 

relevant data.    
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Introduction 

 Research in academia is centered around one goal: publishing. It is how professors stay 

relevant in their field and contribute their findings to the overall discussion. Typically publishing 

research is viewed as high honor reserved for professionals in a certain field. Undergraduate 

research is often pushed aside in academia as the research is coming for an “underqualified” 

individual. However, undergraduate research experiences have been recognized as a high-value 

learning tool that involves “students with actively contested questions, empirical observation, 

cutting-edge technologies, and the sense of excitement that comes from working to answer 

important questions” (1). In his 2008 article in Chemical Education Today, Karukstis notes that 

undergraduate research experiences are “transformational experiences for undergraduate 

students” (2). They help foster an interest and understanding of the research process as well as 

inspire students to produce the best work they are capable of (3). 

 Undergraduate research has also been shown to benefit the faculty and institution. 

Karukstis states that “undergraduate research provides the most natural, and perhaps best, 

opportunity for faculty members to deeply engage students”(2). It allows the faculty and 

students to work together and be colleges rather than the typical hierarchical relationship 

present between student and professor. The institution benefits by creating more well-rounded 

students and scholars who are producing published works under the umbrellas of the 

institution (3). 

Over the last few decades, the scientific community has placed a much larger emphasis 

on research done at undergraduate institutions. The Council on Undergraduate Research (CUR) 

is an organization that has spearheaded this push by seeking to support and promote 
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undergraduate research and scholarship. It was started in 1978 and now has over 13,000 

members at over 900 institutions worldwide (4). CUR published the book Broadening 

Participation in Undergraduate Research: Fostering Excellence and Enhancing the Impact in 

2009, in which they discussed the benefits of undergraduate research and all the skills it 

teaches students. They listed various benefits in four categories: gains in knowledge and skills, 

academic achievement and educational attainment, fostering professional growth and 

achievement, and promoting personal growth (5).  

 Undergraduate students have always had a place in faculty labs helping and learning 

from them. It was not until recently, with the major surge in undergraduate-specific research 

journals being created, that we have seen such a push for student-driven research. Hundreds of 

new journals have been created at universities across the globe in the last 2 decades, giving 

students an avenue for their research to be published and be put on a global stage. Being 

published as an undergraduate has gone from a rarity, only for a select few, to something 

almost any student can have done if they are driven.  

 Virtually every university now publishes some form of undergraduate research journal 

to “disseminate and showcase student work” (6). These journals are often student-led, allowing 

students to gain knowledge and experience in every part of the process from research to 

publishing. Yet another value of undergraduate research for the student, the faculty, and the 

institution.  

 One such journal is Fine Focus. Fine Focus is a digital and print journal established in 

2013 at Ball State University that publishes undergraduate research in the field of Microbiology. 

Fine Focus is run by a group of 10-20 students each semester and a facility advisor, with an 
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editorial board composed of over 50 experts that specialize in different fields of microbiology 

(7). The journal is published once annually and is operated similarly to the majority of 

undergraduate research journals that make up this study. Fine Focus was used as the keystone 

journal for this study, basing much of the research done off its metrics and operation. As a 

student helping to run the journal it was a logical choice due to its easy accessibility. 

 The objective of this study was to compile empirical data on various undergraduate 

research journals to determine what metrics and characteristics make a journal more 

successful, which in the case of this experiment was determined by downloads and copies sold. 

Traditionally a journal’s success is measure by its impact factor. A journal’s impact factor is “a 

measure of the average number of citations that articles published by a journal in the previous 

two years have received in the current year” (8). Simply, it relies on how often articles in a 

journal are cited. To be eligible to receive an impact factor, a journal must put out a minimum 

number of published articles in each issue, a requirement virtually no undergraduate research 

journals meet. For this reason, impact factor and citation rate could not be used in this study 

and instead the number of downloads a journal has for its published articles was used to 

measure its success compared to other journals.  

 Aside from downloads, eight different characteristics were identified to be recorded for 

each journal. These were: the discipline of the journal, acceptance rate, total articles published 

over the life of the journal, cost to the authors for publishing, access to open text, the average 

number of articles per released issue, the school the journal is based out of, and the year the 

journal was started. The discipline refers to the type of journal such as whether is publishes in 

the field of science, mathematics, creative writing, etc. The acceptance rate is what percentage 
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of the articles submitted to a journal are published. Access to open text refers to the availability 

of the journal. Whether it’s free to the public and available to download.  The size of the journal 

will be the average number of articles published in each issue. Each of these was chosen as they 

are easily acquired characteristics that vary greatly from journal to journal and allow a clear 

comparative analysis to be done between journals. 

 

Materials and Methods 

 The data for this research project were collected in two ways: directly from research 

journals websites as well as from the managing editors. Some journals provide comprehensive 

metrics for that given journal directly on their websites that are available to anyone. This 

includes criteria such as recent downloads, total downloads, total papers, the year the journal 

was created, cost of publishing, whether the journal is open access or not, and acceptance rate. 

Other journals only provide some or none of this information and thus inquiring from the 

managing editors was the only way to obtain said data.  

 For this reason, data collection followed a two-step process. First, the journal of 

interest’s website was located using the Council on Undergraduate Research’s (CUR) database 

of journals. The website was then searched for relevant data and recorded. Observations were 

also made on each website regarding its visuals and functionality. A follow-up email was sent to 

the managing editor asking for any information that was not readily available on their website 

or to obtain clarification. 

 Using this method over 3 months, data was collected from 38 different undergraduate 

research journals from across the globe. These journals had to meet a few requirements to be 
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included in the study. First, the journal had to still be producing issues, and have its most recent 

publication no older than three years. Some journals have either shut down or taken a hiatus. 

Second, the journal must produce only works from undergraduate students. The students do 

not need to be undergraduates themselves if all the papers are based on research done during 

the authors’ time in undergrad. Several journals had to be removed as they published graduate 

works in addition to undergraduate works. Finally, the journal had to be indexed in CUR’s 

database recognizing it as an undergraduate research journal.  

The points of interest for each journal were: the discipline of the journal, acceptance 

rate, total downloads of the journal, downloads in the last year, total articles published over the 

life of the journal, cost to the authors for publishing, access to open text, the average number 

of articles per released issue, the school the journal is based out of, and the year the journal 

was started. The responses and available data for each journal varied greatly and thus not all 

the points of interest could be obtained for each journal. Therefore, only a small number of 

journals were used for each analysis based on the data that was obtained. For example, as 

shown in figure 1 only 8 journals from the 38 had both acceptance rate and downloads from 

the last year. All the data were analyzed and transferred into tables and graphs to better 

visualize the results and findings.  

 

Discussion 

 The focus of this study was to compare 8 characteristics of journals as they relate to the 

total and recent downloads of the journals to determine what factors yield greater downloads. 

Not every journal included in the analysis had available metrics for each of the factors looked 
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at. For this reason, subsets of the 38 journals were created for each analysis. The graphs below 

show the results of this analysis: 

 

Figure 1: Number of downlands in the last year of each journal compared to the acceptance rate 

of that journal 

 Eight journals were included in this analysis making the sample size relatively low 

compared to the whole. The general trend shows that higher acceptance rates yield higher 

downloads. However, the R2 value for this trendline is 0.0774, giving this trend little to no 

validity. More data points are needed to confirm or deny these results. The acceptance rate for 

undergraduate journals has a lot of variation as these journals can be operated differently from 

one another. Some journals accept submissions from anyone while others only take 

submissions from students at their respective institutions. Some smaller journals avidly seek 

out papers skewing the acceptance rate much higher than normal. Acceptance rate was also a 

metric many undergraduate journals did not track as only 16 of the 38 journals analyzed had 

one available. For these reasons, there is no clear correlation between the acceptance rate and 

downloads of undergraduate research journals. 
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Figure 2: Number of total downlands over the life of each journal compared to the acceptance 

rate of that journal 

 Only four journals were included in this analysis. The graph shows that the total 

downloads of the journal are the highest if the journal has an acceptance rate between 60-80%. 

The sample size of this analysis was very low. More data points would be needed to verify or 

dispute these results. Larger more well-established journals like Nature and Science have 

relatively low acceptance rates compared to what we see in undergraduate journals. 

Undergraduate journals often have significantly fewer submissions and as a result, they have to 

spend more time helping authors get their articles approved for publishing in order to keep up 

the number of articles per issue. Large journals have ample submissions and can thus be more 

selective in which they chose to accept a luxury many undergraduate-based journals do not 

have.  
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Figure 3: Number of total downlands over the life of each journal compared to the average 

number of articles per issue of that journal 

 

Figure 4: Number of downlands in the last year of each journal compared to the average 

number of articles per issue of that journal 

y = 2079.1x - 6061.5
R² = 0.2927

0

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

35000

40000

45000

50000

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

D
o

w
n

la
d

s 
in

 t
h

e 
La

st
 Y

ea
r

Average Number of Articles Published

Size vs Recent Downlaods

y = 7072.3x + 10089
R² = 0.2138

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

250,000

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

To
ta

l D
o

w
n

lo
ad

s

Averge Number of Article Published

Size vs Total Downloads



 11 

 The graphs above show the downloads in the last year and total downloads compared 

to the average number of articles published in each issue along with trendlines. The general 

trend for both graphs is that as the number of articles published increases so do the downloads. 

These results are as expected, and very logical given how downloads are tracked. Downloads 

are for each article not the journal as a whole, thus the more articles present the more 

downloads that journal typically has. Obviously, this is not fully the case as certain disciplines 

and specific articles can generate more downloads as they are more popular. A better-

established journal with a wider audience would also produce the opposite result.  

  

Figure 5: Average number of recent downloads for the following disciplines: multidisciplinary, 

History, Stem, Science, and Single Discipline.  

 The chart above shows the average number of downloads in the last year for 5 different 

disciplines: multidisciplinary, history, stem, science, and single discipline. The multidisciplinary 

group included 13 journals that published works from any discipline. The history group included 
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three journals that published works from any subdiscipline of history. The stem group included 

6 journals that published works from the fields of science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics. The science group included six journals that published works from any 

subdiscipline of science. The single discipline group included six journals that published works 

only from a specific subdiscipline. 

 The results indicate that multidisciplinary journals have on average more downloads 

than journals of a more specific discipline. While history journals have more average downloads 

than multidisciplinary journals, the sample size is extremely small making the data not an 

accurate representation of the whole. Stem and science journals yielded very similar results. 

 

Figure 6: Number of journals in the study that have open access to text, closed access to text, no 

cost to the authors, and have a cost for publishing. 

 Of the 38 journals included in this study, 38 had open access to their journals online, 37 

charged the author nothing to publish, and 1 had a publishing fee of 150$ to the author. The 

majority of undergraduate journals are not-for-profit entities seeking to showcase 
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undergraduate work and cultivate research. They often operate off grants and funding 

stemming from the institution they are based out of. This, along with the fact that 

undergraduate research is not cited as much as professional works, gives these journals no 

incentive to charge to download and publish in.  

 

Figure 7: The year of first publication compared to the downloads in the last year for each 

journal. 25 journals are included. 
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Figure 8: The year of first publication compared to the total downloads over the lifetime of each 

journal. 17 journals are included. 

 These graphs represent the downloads a journal has and the age of that journal. Figure 

8 uses total downloads of the journal and Figure 7 use downloads in the last year. 

Undergraduate research journals are relatively new, with the oldest journal included being 23 

years old. The majority were created in the last decade. Only one journal was included that was 

created before 2005 thus the data is only pertinent to journals created between 2005 and 

2021.  One would expect that the older the journal is the more downloads it would have as it 

has had more time to accumulate those as well as an audience. However, the data shows 

journals created from 2010 – 2015 have the most downloads on average. Newer journals 

generally have fewer downloads as they are less well known with a smaller audience base and 

online presence. The data supports this as well.  
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Conclusion 

 The upward trend in the growth of undergraduate research journals is a recent one. Of 

the 38 included in this study over 50% were created in the last 10 years, and 89% were created 

in the last 20 years with no journal being older than 23 years. Compare that with journals like 

Nature and Science that have been publishing works since the late 1800s. Undergraduate 

research journals are on the rise but still extremely young, and we see this in the data. A lot of 

the journals looked at for this study had little available data and did not track many of the 

metrics we investigated, making the data collection an upward battle. It was also clear that 

these journals vary drastically from one another, with some having tens of thousands of 

downloads each year while others only a few hundred. 

 For these reasons, the data obtained is subject to a lot of scrutiny and very few 

conclusions can be drawn from it. However, that does not mean there is not a lot that can be 

taken from this study. We had the opportunity to look closely at many undergraduate research 

journals beyond the ones included above and identify some common pitfalls of these journals. 

Something made very evident by this study is the lack of data collection by undergraduate 

research journals. Being able to look behind the scenes at the raw data of a journal is critical to 

being able to improve it. First and foremost, journals need to start tracking their data, 

something easily done through sources like the Open Journal System (OJS).  Secondly, a lot of 

journals limited their applicant pool to only students at their respective institution. Taking 

submissions from anywhere was very evident in journals that received large amounts of 

downloads. Lastly, a journals online presence is arguably the most important aspect. The 

majority of undergraduate research journals are strictly online and do not publish a printed 
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version. For this reason, the website of a journal controls how people interact with the journal. 

For the most part, journals that received more downloads had a simplified web design (while 

still being updated and visually appealing) with very user-friendly features that made all the 

information readily available and easy to access. Those with more artsy designs were often 

difficult to navigate and recorded fewer downloads. Overall, this study provides insight into 

undergraduate research journals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 17 

References: 

1. Kuh, G. D. (2008). High-Impact Educational Practices: A Brief Overview. Association of 

American Colleges & Universities.  

2. Karukstis, K. K. (2008). Broadening Participation in Undergraduate Research. Journal of 

Chemical Education, 85(11), 1474. https://doi.org/10.1021/ed085p1474  

3. Mariani, M., Buckley, F., Reidy, T., & Witmer, R. (2013). Promoting Student Learning 

and Scholarship through Undergraduate Research Journals. PS: Political Science & 

Politics, 46(04), 830–835. https://doi.org/10.1017/s1049096513001133  

4. CUR - The Council on Undergraduate Research. Council on Undergraduate Research - 

Learning Through Research. (n.d.). https://www.cur.org/.  

5. Boyd, M. K., Wesemann, J. L., & Frederick, K. A. (2009). Broadening participation in 

undergraduate research: fostering excellence and enhancing the impact. CUR, Council 

on Undergraduate Research.  

6. Kinkead, J. (2003). Learning Through Inquiry: An Overview of Undergraduate Research. 

New Directions for Teaching and Learning, 2003(93), 5–18. https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.85  

7. Fine Focus. (n.d.). https://www.finefocus.org/.  

8. Callaway, E. (2016). Beat it, impact factor! Publishing elite turns against controversial 

metric. Nature, 535(7611), 210–211. https://doi.org/10.1038/nature.2016.20224  

9. DeWitt, H. (2019). Objective Lens. Fine Focus, 5, 5–13.  

 


