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In implementation science (IS), conducting well-targeted and reproducible literature

searches is challenging due to non-specific and varying terminology that is fragmented

over multiple disciplines. A list of journals that publish IS-relevant content for use in search

strings can support this process. We conducted a cross-sectional online survey of 56

Australian, European, and North American IS experts to identify and prioritize relevant

journals that publish IS articles. Journals’ relevance was assessed by providing each

with a list of 12 journals, to which they were encouraged to add additional journal

names and comments as free text. We also assessed which journals had published

special IS-focused issues—identified via PubMed and Google searches—over the last

20 years. Data were analyzed descriptively. Between February 28 and March 15,

2020, a purposive sample of 34/56 experts participated in the survey (response rate:

60.7%). Implementation Science and BMC Health Services Research were perceived

as relevant by 97.1% of participants; other journals’ relevance varied internationally.

Experts proposed 50 additional journals from various clinical fields and health science

disciplines. We identified 12 calls and 53 special issues on IS published within various

journals and research fields. Experts’ comments confirmed the described challenges in

identifying IS literature. This report presents experts’ ratings of IS journals, which can

be included in strategies supporting searches of IS evidence. However, challenges in

identifying IS evidence remain geographically and interdisciplinary. Further investment is

needed to develop reproducible search strings to capture IS evidence as an important

step in improving IS research quality.
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FIGURE 2 | International variation in perceived relevancea of journals by European and North American experts. aDichotomized as “relevant” (“definitely” or

“somewhat”); banswer option “journal not known” set as missing when calculating percentages Country of publication: *USA, **Europe, ***Iran.

across disciplines: “There are hundreds [refers to journals;
author’s note] as inmy experience implementation-relevant work
is now being published in almost every field [. . . ]. IS is very much
an integrative field” (#1; Other). (3) Individual considerations to
access relevant IS literature: “So for me it depends on the field
of research: for my area, I would add the specific journals that I
know where such research is published, although it might be only
2-3 articles per year” (#10; Other).

Journals With Special Calls for
Implementation Science
We identified 12 calls for ongoing IS special issues with
papers to be submitted from May 2020 to January 2021
(Supplementary Table 1), as well as 53 others published between
2000 and 2020 (Supplementary Table 2). These special issues
are linked to 49 journals from various fields of research. Nine
journals have published two or more IS-focused special issues:

Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health
Services Research (n = 4); American Journal of Preventive
Medicine (n = 3); Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice (n =

2); Frontiers in Public Health (n = 4); Health Psychology (n = 2);
the International Journal of Environmental Research and Public
Health (n = 4); the Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent
Psychology (n= 2); the Journal of Community Psychology (n= 2);
Nursing Research and Practice (n= 2). The geographical location
of these journals is Europe (n= 24), US (n= 23) and Africa (n=
2). They publish in open access (n = 11), hybrid open access (n
= 31) or non-open access (n= 7).

DISCUSSION

Accessing and synthesizing available evidence is an essential first
step in research and required to successfully bridge the gap
between research and real-world settings. However, challenges
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to the identification of available IS evidence were already
being reported a decade ago and continue to cause avoidable
research waste (2, 8–11, 27). To ensure effective retrieval and
reproducibility of searches, a search strategy should entail all
relevant search terms for a concept to be studied—both text
words and MeSH terms—that can be combined using Boolean
operators. Further validated filters can be applied to support
finer targeting. Previous studies about IS search filters provide an
overview of relevant terms to build up search strings to identify
various types of implementation research (10, 11). In addition,
the recent introduction of “implementation science” as a MeSH
term for PubMed searches will certainly support researchers’
literature searches.

Still, the challenge of conceptual inconsistency remains. To
cope with this inconsistency, journals can be included in search
strings to supplement searches using text words andMeSH terms.
Our cross-sectional online survey of international IS experts
provides a basic selection of such journals.

Journals identified via the work reported here correspond
partly to the findings of Norton et al. (22), providing an overview
of the 20 journals in which researchers focusing on dissemination
and implementationmost frequently found IS articles. Of Norton
et al.’s 20 journals, 13 were also considered relevant by this study’s
experts (22). Inter-study differences in those journals’ perceived
relevance may be due to sampling differences: 73.6% of Norton
et al.’s participants were from the US. Our study shows that some
studies’ perceived relevance depends on the experts’ geographical
location, which might be related to geographic differences in
IS operationalization.

Another challenge in identifying IS-relevant evidence is
the heterogeneity and fragmentation of IS across research
fields and disciplines which is highlighted by the variation
of journals identified in our survey (4, 6, 10, 11). Our
experts also noted and reflected on this, as evidenced by their
comments and journal recommendations. As IS is inherently
multidisciplinary, articles can be published in diverse journals
and databases. This is reflected in the wide and growing range
of journals publishing special IS issues. This heterogeneity and
rapidly increasing complexity are not only major challenges
to IS researchers, but indicators of the barriers other clinical
researchers also encounter daily in their fields. And if these
challenges impede researchers’ access to effective evidence, then
the first crucial step of research—identification of that evidence—
is impossible.

This work’s most notable strength is its inclusion of an
international expert panel. We had a high response rate.
However, our sampling approach might have resulted in
underrepresentation of IS experts from Canada or Australia
and underrepresentation from some regions (e.g., Africa, Asia,
or South America) as we were not able to identify IS experts
in the latter continents. Our difficulty to identify experts in
certain parts of the world might point to the major potential
for IS activities in those areas (28, 29). Further, we carefully
selected our 12 pre-defined journals based on a prior systematic
literature search. However, as mentioned by our experts, the
survey list focused almost exclusively on IS-specific journals,
excluding subject-specific journals, which are also publishing

increasingly articles on IS. To maintain a flexible perspective,
we provided a free text box to add further journals perceived
as relevant by the experts. But no major additions appeared,
despite the journals Implementation Science Communications
and Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental
Health Services Research. By that, our search strategy provides
a very pragmatic approach to assessing relevant IS evidence
effectively. To ensure a more comprehensive identification of
specific subject related IS studies, further journals might be added
to our list. In that regard, a network analysis might be an objective
way forward to evaluate journal‘s influences and relationships.
Network analysis requires a subset of all possible IS-related
journals. However, identification of all relevant journals through
a literature search in a field as scattered and as fast evolving than
IS would be prohibitive. Therefore, our list of ranked journals
might inform network analysis about IS journals as already
published in the field of information systems (30). In accordance
with the regulations of the University Ethics Committee,
our survey was anonymized. Therefore, we were not able to
account for non-response bias, i.e., to assess how respondents
vary from non-respondents, which might potentially bias
the results.

Since IS rapidly develops, terminology evolves and further
journals will arise. Our approach to access relevant IS
evidence should be further developed or alternative approaches
considered. Testing those approaches against each other will
help to quantify differences in effectivity. As subjectively derived
search strings (expert based) are often prone to methodological
criticism, the development of objectively derived search strategies
(research based) could be an alternative approach to identify
IS journals (31). This approach entails a four-step process:
first, a subset of IS journals is generated, of which a search
strategy is developed in a second step to identify this subset
journals. Third, the developed search strategy is validated
against a validation set containing different journals and finally
the process is documented (31). However, key for developing
empirical search strings is the availability of papers relevant to
the studied topic in order to achieve sufficient sensitivity (close
to 90%).

CONCLUSION

Overall, based on expert ratings, this study illustrates the
perceived relevance of journals publishing IS-relevant articles.
We found considerable international variability in these journals’
relevance ratings. Considering literature searches’ importance to
the research process, this information will simplify and accelerate
the development of reproducible searches for IS articles.

However, variations in terminology and conceptualization
cause inconsistency in interregional and interdisciplinary
research; challenges in identifying and reviewing IS evidence
from outside the most accessible sources remain. Investing
more time to develop reproducible search strings to capture
IS evidence would be an important step in improving IS
research quality.
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