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Abstract
The Information Systems and Innovation Group at the London School of

Economics has developed a distinct profile of social theory driven research

across a wide range of mainstream and specialist IS topics. In this paper, we
explain why we do not find existing IS journal rankings appropriate for the

assessment of quality of the publications of our Group. We present a set of lists

of internationally recognised outlets that we provide to the committee
responsible for promotions decisions in our university and we use to advise

junior staff and students on where they should publish their work. In addition

to these lists, decisions on research quality in our university require the opinion
of specialist experts on both the particular outlet of a publication and the

publication itself. We argue for the merits of our research quality assessment

approach and reflect on its risks.
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Introduction: information systems at the London School of
Economics
As one of the largest and longest established groups studying information
systems (IS) in the world, it is fair to say that for many years we have felt
considerable discomfort over how publications have been ranked,
considered and utilised for a range of purposes in our field. The growth
and influence of rankings and league tables (of publication outlets,
programmes and even universities) has only added to our disquiet. In this
paper, we describe how we have dealt with this disquiet and offer food for
thought for those who also experience a quality dilemma, or who feel
caught in the iron cage of institutionally imposed, often arbitrary, all too
narrow journal rankings.

The research of the London School of Economics (LSE) Information
Systems and Innovation Group (ISIG) covers a variety of areas, including
mainstream topics like system design and implementation, sourcing and
systems management, as well as more specialist topics including risk and
security, IS in the public sphere and globalisation. In addition, core to
much of the work done within the group is a distinctive focus on the social
study of information and communications technologies (Avgerou et al.,
2004) (see Figure 1).

The figure shows our main areas of focus. In more detail these are:
The social study of information and communications technology (ICTs) and

innovation: We study these rich phenomena by establishing philosophical
foundations, assessing, shaping and using social theoretical perspectives
and applying suitable research methods. These methods are predicated on
the need to understand the contexts in which these phenomena take
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place, their history and how they change or stabilise over
time and their different meanings to multiple stake-
holders. Rigorous, independent critical research also
enables the group to provide informed commentary on
and interventions in policy and practice.

Design and development of the ICT artefact: Here research
in the Group, for example, studies mobile information
services, development of grid computing in particle
physics, theories of information services, development
of global telecommunication standards, and innovative
design paradigms.

Information, risk and security: In recent years, research
projects for the ESRC and the European Union (EU) have
examined a range of information risk issues including
identity and security, anti-money laundering, and public
key infrastructure and interoperability. We also engage
strongly with practice including a major project on ICTs
in financial markets.

Global sourcing and ICTs: Here our research includes job
markets, skills and capabilities, service and market
developments, infrastructure requirements, learning, in-
novation and intellectual property issues in global
sourcing arrangements.

ICTs, globalisation and developing countries: At the local
contextual level where ICT projects are implemented, we
study the host of different issues that need to be faced
related to the interplay between ICT and the local socio-
political and cultural milieu within which the artefacts
are embedded.

ICTs in the public sphere: This aspect of our research
examines how public sphere initiatives are established
and pursued, their goals, and their wider consequences
are for both the state and the citizen. Research includes
national and local e-Government strategies and projects,

the development of information infrastructures in health
care systems, electronic voting and national identity
cards.

Technology management, innovation and organisations:
Our studies range from investigations of the effects on
innovative activity of national, EU and other regional
policies, to studies of corporate innovation strategies and
of R&D management, and research on decision-making
practices associated with high technology.

The problem of journal rankings
The distinctive profile of ISIG means that advising staff
and students on where they should publish their work, as
well as assessing the quality of their publications, is a
complex issue that raises a number of tensions; tensions
that are not eased by simply utilising one of the existing
lists of journal rankings, whether these lists highlight
two, six or eight ‘top journals’ for IS scholars (Senior
Scholars, 2007).

In the 1990s, our Group (then the Department of
Information Systems) had to choose whether to adopt the
use of existing journal rankings and hence produce
research that was targeted at the expectations of these
‘highly ranked’ journals or to adopt a more diverse
publication strategy based on the underlying academic
research approach, goals and questions of our work. We
decided that the latter was more appropriate for our
strategy of social theory-driven IS research across a wide
spectrum of subject areas. This meant that, where
appropriate, we began to select journals that were more
sympathetic to the issues, research questions, research
designs and methods we were focussing on.

In LSE, like most institutions, decisions about promo-
tion and tenure are made by a committee of the
professorial staff of the institution (in LSE this is the
‘Appointments Committee’). While some members of
this Committee may do research in areas closely related
to IS (e.g. media, sociology and government), and hence
will be able to form reasonable evaluations of the
contributions being made, others will be drawn from
disciplines that are very different from IS thematically,
methodologically and in terms of publication norms (e.g.
international relations, anthropology and geography). In
order to guide the Committee in its work (and, similarly,
to advise staff and students about where to publish) given
our rejection of the ‘journal ranking’ approach we
provide an indicative list of publication outlets where
we would normally expect people to be publishing.

The Committee takes its role seriously and does not
simply use the list of journals we provide as the basis for
auto-pilot decision making (cf Davies, 2005). In particu-
lar, the Committee harnesses internal readers and
external assessors to read and comment on the quality
of candidates work. For our part, to assist them in their
judgements, we provide them with the following con-
textual information about the IS field and the limitations
of its existing rankings.

Figure 1 Research areas of the LSE Information Systems and

Innovation Group (ISIG).
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Contextual information on journal Rankings in IS
In recent years, there have been many studies of the ‘top’
journals in IS, based on various measures including
citations and perceived quality (Nord & Nord, 1995;
Walstrom et al., 1995; Hardgrave & Walstrom, 1997;
Walstrom & Leonard, 2000; Katerattanakul & Han, 2003;
Katerattanakul & Hong, 2003; Lowry et al., 2004). An
indicative study is Mylonopoulos and Theoharakis (2001)
that ranks the perceptions of journals to create a ‘top 50’
IS journals. Such studies, however, are not necessarily
definitive nor that helpful for deciding which publication
opportunities to pursue.

Although a small number of journals consistently
appear at the top of most of these lists, it is becoming
increasingly apparent that requirements to publish only
or primarily in these top journals is effectively con-
strained by the number of publication opportunities they
offer (Kozar & Larsen, 2006; Valacich et al., 2006;
Saunders & Benbasat, 2007) and that this is affecting
promotion and tenure decisions for IS staff (Chua et al.,
2002; Dennis et al., 2006).

Of particular concern to us at LSE is that these lists tend
to reinforce the existing North American bias in terms of
research focus, research style and self-citation (Galliers &
Meadows, 2003), are often based on earlier lists of ‘top
journals’ (Gallivan & Benbunan-Fich, 2007), lists that
may be increasingly out of date and not reflect, for
example, new U.S. based, let alone relatively new
European journals. Similarly, such lists may not necessa-
rily reflect awareness of the distinctive citation patterns
of European researchers (Avgerou et al., 1999; Galliers &
Whitley, 2007; Whitley & Galliers, 2007).

Almost inevitably, and despite the best efforts of
journal editors (e.g. Saunders, 2006), journals that appear
in the (short) list of ‘top’ journals are likely to be
relatively conservative in terms of research approaches
and themes covered (Introna, 2003). Thus, they often
have noticeable gaps in terms of research approach and
topic (Chen & Hirschheim, 2004; Gallivan & Benbunan-
Fich, 2007; Richardson & Robinson, 2007).

This is particularly problematic for a group like the ISIG
that seeks to provide broad coverage of the study of IS,
including innovative and even avant–garde high-quality
research. Moreover, as academic fields change over time,
what is innovative at one time may become increasingly
mainstream later on (Banker & Kauffman, 2004).

A further problem is that many of these lists focus
almost exclusively on journals, whereas IS has a range of
refereed conferences and books (monographs), which it
draws upon as much as journal articles (Chan et al., 2006;
Xu & Chau, 2006; Whitley & Galliers, 2007). For
example, a paper in the proceedings of the refereed
European Conference on IS (35% acceptance rate) or the
International Conference on IS (10% acceptance rate) is
often rated highly in Europe, and is considered accep-
table as part of a Scandinavian Ph.D. by publications
(Whitley et al., 2004). We, therefore, include details of the
main conferences that we would expect IS researchers to

become involved with and publish in. Note also that,
unlike in most U.S. universities, the LSE also considers
scholarly books and monographs as valid outputs for
promotion and assessment purposes where they demon-
strate high-quality research, seminal influence and inter-
national reputation.

Finally, we note and work with the fact that any list will
always be incomplete (Bowker & Star, 1999). A great deal
of the work of the Group is published in more specialist
journals where we expect its impact on research and
practice to be greater than if published in the mainstream
journals. We also publish in refereed practitioner jour-
nals, such as MISQ Executive, California Management Review
and Sloan Management Review. In addition, many mem-
bers of the Group choose to publish in refereed journals
of general management and other non-IS journals (e.g.
Organization Science, Organization Studies, Journal of Man-
agement Studies, Academy of Management Review).

The ‘LSE LISTs’: internationally recognised outlets
relevant to the LSE IS and Innovation Group

List 1 IS journals

IS outlets focused on the social

study of ICT

Outlets focused on mainstream IS

and management research, often

with a U.S. orientation

� European Journal of

Information Systems

� MIS Quarterly

� Information &

Organization

� Information Systems

Research

� Information Systems

Journal

� Information and

Management

� IT and People

� Journal of Management

Information Systems

� Journal of AIS � Database

� Journal of End-User

Computing

� Decision Support Systems

� Journal of Information

Technology

� Information Systems

Frontiers

� Journal of Strategic

Information Systems

� IEEE Transactions on

Engineering Management

� Scandinavian Journal of

Information Systems

� IEEE Transactions on

Knowledge and Data

Engineering

� Social Science Computer

Review

� IEEE Transactions on

Software Engineering

� The Information Society � Communications of the

AIS

List 2 Journals in related areas

� Academy of Management Journal

� Academy of Management Review

� Administrative Science Quarterly

� British Journal of Management

� Cambridge Quarterly of Healthcare Ethics

� Human Relations
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It should be noted also that these lists are not
considered exclusive. If a paper is published in a
specialised area, then for promotion and assessment
purposes, we would invite a specialist expert to provide
an opinion on the quality of the refereed journal and of
the paper.

We recognise that our approach does not provide easy-
to-follow rules for making decisions on research quality.
It requires a substantial element of critical judgement by
individual researchers making career choices, promotion
committees, and other institutional research assessment.
It involves uncertainty and a continuous effort to justify
research merit for each case under assessment. It requires
researchers’ ability to position their contribution and
justify the merits of their research, and also relies
substantially on peer review.

As we explained above, our university does make the
peer-review effort. It also expects promotion candidates

and heads of departments to be able to explain the merits
of somebody’s individual publications as well as their
research output in total. Yet, we cannot accurately predict
the committee judgements for each case under con-
sideration. Feedback from the promotions committee
forms a valuable component for an ongoing learning for
positioning our research amidst the work of peers and
scholars or other fields in more convincing ways, but this
approach remains inherently judgement-based and there-
fore uncertain.

So far, national research assessment in the U.K., the
Research Assessment Exercises (RAE) have also involved a
significant element of peer review and have taken into
account research strategies as well as research publication
outputs. But these U.K. RAE exercises have come under
scrutiny for being effort intensive. It is likely that future
assessment exercises will involve some form of ‘impact
factor’ metrics, such as citations. We may need to
conform with a system that gives more weight to journal
rankings. However, at the time of writing of this article
there seems to be a general acceptance that social science
research fields, such as ours cannot rely on metrics alone.
Peer-review effort is acknowledged to be necessary,
indeed vital component.

What do our experiences suggest, pragmatically, for IS
researchers in other institutions? The reduction to an
encoded tick-the-box activity of quality judgements
about complex research work and findings must be
resisted. We have learned to value greatly the peer-review
process by which publications get read and commented
upon, with this playing a key part in the assessment of
quality. Whatever other institutions’ assessment systems
are, it must be difficult to resist insistence on this
component being introduced or intensified in its im-
portance. By all means recognise a few leading journals as
top ranking for IS in general. But IS studies now cover so
many subject areas, with so many special interest journals
existing and emerging that it becomes easier to point to
those that are more suitable to publish specific types of
research in. It also becomes necessary to make more, and
more regular effort to distinguish journals that are
rigorously refereed and insistent on high research quality
standards, and then to profile these journals in one’s
institution, not least in its assessment processes. These
are just a few suggestions on the road to redirecting
misplaced attempts to treat complex research and knowl-
edge work as if it were an industrialised process to which
quality engineering and metrics can be easily applied.

Concluding comments
The ‘LSE lists’ of publication outlets do not ‘rank’ the
journals. We are aware that the journals included in our
lists differ in many respects, for example in terms of
citation scores, but we do not consider journal differences
to be good, let alone the only, indicators of the quality of
the individual articles they publish.

The quality of articles published in any journal varies,
no matter how rigorous the editorial process. Indeed, the

List 4 Conferences

� ECIS (European Conference On Information Systems)

� ICIS (International Conference On Information Systems)

� EGOS (The European Group for Organizational Studies)

� IFIP Working Groups

List 3 Practitioner journals

� Academy of Management Executive

� California Management Review

� Communications Of The ACM

� Harvard Business Review

� MISQ Executive

� Sloan Management Review

List 2 Continued

� International Journal of Health Technology Management

� International Review of Computing and Technology

� Journal of Computer Supported Cooperative Work

� Journal of e-commerce in organizations

� Journal of Enterprise Information Management

� Journal of Global IT Management

� Journal of Information System Security

� Journal of Intelligent Systems

� Journal of Management Studies

� The Journal of Policy, Regulation and Strategy for

Telecommunication, Information and Media

� Management Science

� Organization

� Organization Science

� Organisation Studies

� Social Forecasting and Technological Change

� Science, Technology and Human Values

� Telecommunication, Information and Media

� Telecommunications Policy
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heavy-handed editorial intervention of many highly
ranked journals may favour ordinary papers that conform
to generally accepted norms and editorial policy while
weeding out innovative research. In particular, it is still
the case that interpretive research, which does not easily
comply with formal methodologies, models and techni-
ques, faces a bigger risk of being misjudged by editorial
teams that follow strict paper acceptance criteria in order
to safeguard their various rankings.

We are sceptical about the capacity of a(ny) metric system,
based simply on journal ‘rankings’ to judge the merits of
research output. Simply calculating ‘scores’ by adding up the
ranking of the journals of publications remains much too
crude a method for representing research merit. Instead, we
believe that peer review continues to be the most appro-
priate way for judging academic publications.

Such an approach does mean that members of the
relevant committees have to make the effort and read the
publications of individual researchers or research groups,
as well as to understand their overall research strategy, in
order to assess their research output, but this is a small
price to pay if the academic integrity of these decisions is
to be maintained at a time when the IS scholarly
community is being affected by, for example, falling
student enrolments.

One response to recent IS ‘discipline anxiety’ has been
to seek to define relatively tightly the boundaries around

the discipline in terms of substance and research
methods. Pragmatically, this is unlikely to attract back
students. It is also unlikely to ensure that IS research
is appreciated by other academic disciplines. More
broadly, just as technology has moved out of the IT
function of many organisations and taken a more
regular place at the core of organisational functioning,
so the focus of IS research has become less techno-
scientific-centric, less primarily about technological de-
sign and development and irreversibly much more about
the technological and the social inextricably joined to
each other. This means that the often difficult-to-predict
and difficult-to-design relationships and interactions
between the technological and the social need to be
understood.

In this situation, a more fruitful approach is to consider
‘IS’ as a field, with some similarities to a profession
rather than a discipline, and to focus on studying
interesting and vital research questions as they arise
by utilising rigorous apposite methods informed by
craft, knowledge, insight and experience (Willcocks
and Lee, 2008). In brief, the research questions have,
or should have moved on, or at least expanded. What
and how we research and where we publish needs to
reflect that. And so do the ways in which we assess
the merits and contribution of research performances in
our field.
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A and RILL M (2004) What is it like to do an information systems PhD in
Europe? Diversity in the practice of IS research. Communications of the
AIS 13(21), 317–335.

WILLCOCKS L and LEE A (Eds) (2008) Major Currents in the Information
Systems Field, 6 vols. Sage, London.

XU J and CHAU M (2006) The social identity of IS: analyzing the
collaboration network of the ICIS Conferences (1980–2005). In
International Conference on Information Systems (STRAUB DETMAR and
STEFAN KLEIN Eds), Milwaukee.

Ranking of top IS journals Leslie Willcocks et al168

European Journal of Information Systems


