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Abstract

The expansion of national journal indexing in major international citation databases,
particularly Scopus, has been widely adopted as a strategic policy instrument to
enhance global scientific visibility and strengthen national research competitiveness.
However, indexing status alone does not inherently translate into increased scientific
impact, as its outcomes are mediated by structural and contextual factors such as
publication quality, language of dissemination, collaboration patterns, funding
mechanisms, and the maturity of the research ecosystem. In this context, the rapid
growth of Iranian journals indexed in Scopus raises a critical question: has this
quantitative expansion led to substantive improvements in their international
scientific impact? This study analyzed 427 Iranian journals indexed in Scopus during
2021-2025. Journal identification was conducted using ISSN and e-ISSN, and
extracted data included CiteScore-based quartile rankings, authorship
configurations, and article-level citation performance measured through Field-
Weighted Citation Impact (FWCI). Although data for 2025 remain partially
cumulative, proportional indicators and trend analyses provide robust comparative
insights. The findings reveal a structural gap between publication growth and citation
performance. While the increasing number of indexed journals has expanded Iran's
overall publication output and attracted a growing share of foreign authors, the
aggregate FWCI of articles published in these journals remains below the global
average (FWCI < 1.0). Domestically authored publications, in particular, contribute
to the downward pressure on overall citation impact. Although Q1 and Q2 journals
demonstrate stronger growth trajectories and foreign-authored papers exhibit
relatively higher citation performance, quantitative expansion has not been
accompanied by commensurate qualitative advancement. These results indicate that
database inclusion alone does not validate journal quality; sustained improvements
in research originality, methodological rigor, editorial standards, and strategically
embedded international collaboration are essential for achieving durable
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international scientific impact.

Keywords: Impact, Local Journals, Journal Internationalization, Domestic Journal Quality,
National Citation Impact, Iranian Journals.

Introduction

Indexing national scientific journals in international citation databases has increasingly
been adopted as a strategic policy measure by countries seeking to enhance the global visibility
of their research and strengthen their scientific standing. While this approach is often assumed
to contribute positively to national scientific performance, a critical question remains
unresolved: under what circumstances does the expansion of journal indexing result in
substantive improvements in scientific impact rather than merely increasing the number of
indexed publications?

Journal editors seek to improve their journals' chances of being indexed by adhering to the
selection criteria of bibliographic databases and by enhancing their visibility through scholarly
networking platforms (Gasparyan, Ayvazyan & Kitas, 2011). Previous studies indicate that
indexing in major citation databases is generally associated with growth in certain scientometric
indicators (Alonso—Alvarez, 2024); however, this association is neither uniform nor automatic.
The observed effects appear to be contingent upon a range of mediating and contextual factors,
including citation practices, research visibility, international collaboration patterns, journal
credibility, publishing models, national funding structures, and characteristics of the research
community. As a result, the outcomes of indexing policies differ considerably across countries,
disciplines, and institutional contexts.

Over the last two decades, databases such as Scopus and Web of Science have become
central actors in the global research evaluation system. Their role extends beyond indexing, as
they increasingly influence funding decisions, institutional rankings, and academic career
trajectories (Erfanmanesh, Rohani & Abrizah, 2017; Moed, de Moya-Anegon, Guerrero-Bote,
Lopez-lllescas & Hladchenko, 2021). In this regard, comparative evidence suggests that
publications indexed in Scopus often exhibit higher citation counts than those indexed in Web
of Science, reflecting differences in database coverage and journal selection policies (Anker,
Hadzibegovic, Lena & Haverkamp, 2019). In particular, Scopus's broader inclusion of non-
English and developing-country journals has increased the visibility of publications that might
otherwise remain marginal in more selective databases.

A recurrent finding in the literature is the positive relationship between journal indexing
and research visibility. In a large-scale cross-national analysis, Erfanmanesh et al. (2017)
demonstrated strong correlations between national publication output, citation counts, and the
number and quality of journals indexed in Scopus. Their results, based on data from 102
countries, suggested that the presence of national journals in international databases can
influence aggregate scientific performance. Nevertheless, the strength of this relationship varies
substantially across subject areas.

Disciplinary analyses reveal important limitations to the assumed benefits of indexing. For
instance, Cafiedo Andalia (2013) reported that Cuban health research showed relatively high
publication output in Scopus, yet exhibited low average citation rates. Within the medical
sciences, Cuban publications ranked near the bottom among Latin American countries in terms
of citation impact, with a substantial proportion of articles remaining uncited. These findings
illustrate that indexing alone does not ensure increased scholarly influence and that factors such
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as research quality, topical relevance, publication language, and collaboration networks are
critical in shaping citation outcomes.

Considering the above factors, studies have shown that international collaboration is an
important component of scientific performance, as it facilitates knowledge exchange and
enhances research quality. Empirical evidence, however, presents a nuanced picture. Navas-
Fernandez, Abadal and Rodrigues (2018) found that, for Spanish journals indexed in Scopus
and Web of Science, international collaboration was moderately associated with the SJR and
SNIP indicators, whereas no significant relationship was observed with the Impact Factor. Their
analysis also indicated that hybrid journals tended to achieve higher levels of
internationalization, suggesting that editorial strategies and publishing models influence
collaboration patterns. In contrast, Blaginin, Kolesnikov and Kolesnykh (2023) showed that
increases in scientometric indicators in some national contexts were driven primarily by
domestic audiences rather than international engagement. Similar conclusions were reported by
Cafiedo Andalia (2013) and Selemani, Wella, Chen, Vicente-Crespo, Uthman and Igumbor
(2024), who emphasized the role of political, economic, and historical factors in shaping
collaboration dynamics.

Indexing in international databases is often interpreted as an indicator of journal quality
and scientific legitimacy. However, evidence suggests that the relationship between indexing
status and quality indicators is complex and context-dependent. Kim, Yi and Yoon (2014), in
their analysis of journals indexed in both Scopus and Web of Science, argued that inclusion in
major databases should be viewed as a starting point rather than an endpoint, and that sustained
quality improvement requires deliberate editorial and institutional efforts.

Language of publication has consistently emerged as one of the most influential mediating
factors in the relationship between indexing and research impact. Journals publishing in English
tend to achieve higher international visibility and citation rates. Studies have shown that
journals featuring a substantial proportion of English-language articles and international
authors attract more citations and perform better on international indicators (Navas-Ferndndez
et al., 2018; Oh, Choi, & Park, 2017). At the same time, concerns have been raised regarding
the potential consequences of extensive Anglicization. Yoon, Hwang, Jung and Kim (2021)
cautioned that while publishing in English may enhance international engagement, it may also
weaken the national and local functions of scholarly journals.

The benefits derived from indexing are also influenced by the size and maturity of the
research community. Larger and more established research systems are generally better
positioned to sustain specialized journals and maintain consistent publication standards. Moed
et al. (2021) emphasized that the size of the research community plays a critical role in the
development and sustainability of national journals. Similarly, Erfanmanesh et al. (2017)
identified strong associations between the number of indexed journals and national publication
and citation outputs, suggesting threshold effects. Research community maturity, however,
encompasses not only size but also institutional capacity, research infrastructure, and quality
assurance mechanisms.

National research funding systems further shape the outcomes of indexing strategies.
Funding policies that reward publication in indexed journals create strong incentives for
researchers to prioritize such outlets (Njeri Mugwe & Runo, 2026). The interaction between
funding and indexing is therefore reciprocal: adequate financial support enables journals to
meet indexing requirements, while inclusion in international databases can enhance access to
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funding and institutional recognition (Selemani et al., 2024).

Open access publishing models also affect the relationship between indexing and scientific
performance. Evidence suggests that journals adopting hybrid or flexible access models often
achieve higher levels of international visibility (Navas-Fernandez et al., 2018). At the same
time, Scopus's broader coverage of open-access journals has facilitated the inclusion of
publications from less-visible regions (Anker et al., 2019). Nevertheless, article processing
charges remain a significant barrier for many journals and researchers, particularly in resource-
limited settings.

Against this background, the rapid increase in the number of Iranian scientific journals
indexed in Scopus raises important questions regarding the actual impact of this trend on
national scientific performance. While greater indexing has been accompanied by
improvements in visibility and growth in certain quantitative indicators, existing evidence
suggests that these gains are highly dependent on mediating factors, including publication
quality, language choices, collaboration patterns, publishing models, and funding structures. In
the Iranian context, variations in journal quality, concentration of citations in a limited number
of outlets, limited international collaboration, and the dominance of quantitative evaluation
criteria call into question whether the expansion of Scopus indexing has led to substantive
improvements in scientific credibility and international impact, or whether its effects have
remained largely quantitative. Addressing this issue is essential to inform future policies on
scholarly publishing, research evaluation, and the internationalization of science in Iran.

Theoretical framework: Distinguishing journal-level from article-level effects

This study is guided by a multi-level framework that distinguishes between journal-level
characteristics (indexing status, quartile, editorial policies, language, publication model) and
article-level characteristics (topic novelty, methodological rigor, collaboration patterns, author
provenance). The relationship between indexing and citation impact is mediated by both levels.
Journal-level factors affect discoverability and perceived legitimacy; article-level factors affect
the intrinsic likelihood of being cited. In this study, FWCI differences across authorship
categories (domestic vs. international) are interpreted primarily as article-level effects, while
quartile evolution and indexing status are treated as journal-level indicators. However, we
acknowledge that these levels interact: high-quality journals tend to attract high-quality
submissions, and international collaboration may be both a cause and a consequence of journal
internationalization. Causal claims are therefore made cautiously, emphasizing observed
associations rather than definitive causation.

Research Questions

1. How have the annual publication counts and percentage share of Iranian-authored
articles in domestically published, Scopus-indexed journals changed over the study period?

2. What longitudinal changes are observable in the Scopus quartile distribution (Q1-Q4)
of Iranian journals, and to what extent do these changes indicate upward or downward
mobility over time?

3. What is the influence of publications from Iranian researchers in domestic Scopus-
indexed journals on the country's overall citation impact?

4. How effective are Scopus-indexed Iranian journals at attracting cross-border scholarly
collaborations, and what is the current rate of international co-authorship in these venues?
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Materials and Methods

This study analyzed data from 427 Iranian journals indexed in Scopus, spanning 2021 to
2025, as this five-year window provides the most current assessment relevant to our research
questions. The extracted information encompassed journal metrics, specifically quartile ranking
based on CiteScore, and detailed authorship patterns. Furthermore, specific citation impact data,
including the Field-Weighted Citation Impact (FWCI), were extracted for all Iranian papers
published within these journals. Journal identification and retrieval from the Scopus database
were executed using ISSN and e-ISSN. While the 2025 data is currently incomplete, the
integrity of relative metrics, specifically the proportion of publications by Iranian authors in
Iran-affiliated journals relative to Iran's total Scopus output, remains reliable for trend analysis.

Calculation of field-weighted citation impact (FWCI)

FWCl is a normalized indicator, with a global average of 1.0. It accounts for differences in
citation practices across disciplines, document types, and publication years. For each document,
FWCI = (actual citations received) / (expected average citations for similar documents
worldwide). An FWCI > 1.0 indicates above-average citation impact; FWCI < 1.0 indicates
below-average impact. In this study, FWCI values were obtained directly from SciVal using
Scopus data. Three distinct FWCI calculations were performed:

1. National FWCI (including local journals): All Iranian-authored papers indexed in
Scopus, regardless of publication venue (2021-2025). Value = 1.08.

2. National FWCI (excluding local journals): All Iranian-authored papers in Scopus,
excluding those published in Iranian-affiliated journals. Value = 1.23.

3. Disaggregated FWCI by authorship pattern: Within Iranian Scopus-indexed
journals, FWCI was calculated separately for four authorship groups (see below). Values are
reported in Tables 3 and 6.

Authorship categorization

To determine the percentage of internationally collaborated papers among local Iranian
journals, we categorized publications into four distinct groups based on author affiliation. These
four categories are used consistently throughout the Results and Discussion sections.

1. Domestic Papers: All authors are affiliated exclusively with Iranian institutions.

2. Domestic-International Co-authored: At least one Iranian and one foreign institution.

3. Foreign Papers (single-country): All authors from a single non-Iranian country.

4. Foreign Papers-International Co-authored: All authors from foreign institutions
representing more than one country.

Domestic output trends

Analysis of Scopus-indexed publications between 2021 and 2025 reveals divergent trends
among Iranian and foreign authors in Iranian-affiliated journals. Total Iranian publications in
Scopus decreased from 80,094 in 2021 to 71,069 in 2025, a decline of approximately 11.3%.
Concurrently, within Iranian-affiliated journals, the number of publications authored by
researchers with Iranian affiliations declined from 13,927 to 10,289. In contrast, contributions
from foreign authors increased substantially, rising from 6,779 to 9,528 over the same period —
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an increase of approximately 40.6%. This shift occurred while the overall volume of papers
published in these journals remained relatively stable. Consequently, the proportion of
publications by local Iranian authors in these indexed journals decreased from 17% in 2021 to
14% in 2025, averaging 16% over 2021-2025 (Table 1).

Table 1
The ratio of nationally local journals' papers (Iranian-affiliated) to total Iranian research output
Publications Iranian schglarly Total Vglume Pul?lications by
Year of output published of national | foreign authors in
. from Iran . ) B)(A) | . . : . (D)/(C)
Publication (A) in national Journal articles | national journals
journals (B) ©) (D)
2021 80,094 13,927 17% 20,706 6,779 32.7%
2022 80,314 14,172 18% 22,360 8,188 36.6%
2023 76,002 12,697 17% 21,574 8,877 41%
2024 76,940 11,746 15% 20,119 8,373 41.6%
2025 71,069 10,289 14% 19,817 9,528 48.1%
Total 384,419 62,831 16% 104,576 41,754 39.9%

Journal quartile distribution evolution

The number of non-quartiled journals has decreased significantly over time, from 112 in
2021 to 17 in 2025. In contrast, the number of journals across all quartiles (Q1 to Q4) has
fluctuated but generally increased during the same period. Consequently, the proportion of
quartiled journals relative to non-quartiled ones has risen steadily from 2021 to 2025 (Table 2).
Note: Quartile status indicates relative citation performance within a subject field but should

not be equated directly with absolute research quality.

Table 2

The number and ratio of quartiled versus non-quartiled journals from Iran

Year of No. of | No. ofNon- . No. 'of 0l- Q2- Q3- 04- ‘

.. Journals | Quartiled | Ratio | quartiled Ratio
Publication k Journals | Journals | Journals | Journals
Journals journals

2021 397 112 28% 285 16 48 116 105 72%
2022 409 91 22% 318 28 61 126 103 78%
2023 421 58 14% 363 37 63 150 113 86%
2024 419 18 4% 401 41 70 160 130 96%
2025 404 17 4% 387 39 68 156 124 96%

Domestic impact contribution

The field-weighted citation impact (FWCI) for Iran's local authors in domestic journals
indicates that their papers receive fewer citations compared to the global average. By definition,
the global average FWCI is 1.0. In 2021, the FWCI for local authors was 0.34, meaning their
papers received 66% fewer citations than the global average, adjusted for document type,
publication year, and field. Over time, this metric slightly declined, reaching 0.31 by 2025
(Table 3). In contrast, foreign authors publishing in Iranian journals also had an FWCI below
the global average - 0.52 in 2021, corresponding to 48% fewer citations than the global average.
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However, their citation impact remains significantly higher than that of local authors.
Moreover, the FWCI for foreign-authored papers has increased over time (from 0.52 to 0.63),
while the FWCI for local-authored papers has declined (from 0.34 to 0.31). By 2025, foreign
papers in Iranian journals had an FWCI of 0.63 (37% below the global average), whereas local
papers had an FWCI of 0.31 (69% below the global average), underscoring a widening citation
gap (Table 3).

Table 3
Citation impact of Iranian publications in Iranian Scopus-indexed journals stratified by co-authorship
patterns

Year of Publications with national Publications with international
Publication co-authorship (FWCI) co-authorship (FWCI)
2021 0.34 0.52
2022 0.33 0.58
2023 0.33 0.55
2024 0.31 0.57
2025 0.31 0.63

Sensitivity analysis

When the data were initially extracted from SciVal, the overall FWCI for all Iranian-
authored papers in Scopus (including those published in local journals) stood at 1.08, indicating
an 8% citation advantage over the world average. A subsequent analysis was performed by
excluding Iranian papers published in local journals indexed in Scopus. This recalculation
yielded an FWCI of 1.23, indicating that, without contributions from local journal publications,
Iranian papers receive 23% more citations than the global average (Figure 1). Comparing the
two figures shows that excluding publications from local Iranian journals increased the overall
citation impact (FWCI) of Iranian research equal to 15% from 2021 to 2025 (1.23-1.08=0.15).

FWCI of Iranian papers, excluding

Scopus-indexed domestic journal _ 1.23

publications
FWCI of Iranian papers - 1.08

Figure 1: Comparison of field-weighted citation impact (FWCI): Excluding vs. including
Scopus-indexed domestic publications

Manuscript quality allocation & international co-authorship attraction

The analysis of authorship and collaboration within local Iranian journals between 2021
and 2025 reveals the following trends across the four defined publication categories (Tables 4
and 5).
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Table 4
Co-authorship patterns in Iranian Scopus-indexed journals (absolute counts)

Domestic | Domestic-International | Foreign Papers Foreign Papers-
Year of . .
Publication Papers Co-authored (single-country) | International Co-authored

(A) (B) © D)
2021 12702 1225 5662 1117
2022 12837 1335 6731 1457
2023 11476 1221 7371 1506
2024 10453 1293 6918 1455
2025 9050 1239 7712 1816

Trends in local (Iranian) authorship

The volume of papers authored exclusively by local researchers (Domestic Papers) declined
from 12,702 in 2021 to 9,050 in 2025. In contrast, the count for papers involving Domestic-
International Co-authored remained relatively stable across the period, ranging from 1,225 to
1,239 submissions (Table 4). However, the relative proportion shows a small but clear increase:
the share of internationally co-authored papers within total local output rose from 9% in 2021
to 12% in 2025 (Table 5). This indicates modest but meaningful growth in international
collaboration among Iranian-affiliated authors.

Table 5
Proportion of internationally collaborated papers across domestic and foreign authorship patterns

. Domestic- . Foreign Papers-
Domestic . Foreign Papers .
ety | P | S| oy | et Co
BAB) | (B)i(a+B) (OCHD) (D)(C+D)
2021 91% 9% 84% 16%
2022 91% 9% 82% 18%
2023 90% 10% 83% 17%
2024 89% 11% 83% 17%
2025 88% 12% 81% 19%

Trends in foreign authorship

Regarding publications by non-Iranian authors, the count for Foreign Papers (single-
country) increased from 5,662 in 2021 to 7,712 in 2025 - a clear upward trend of approximately
36.2%. When considering the total set of foreign contributions (including those involving
international co-authorship), the proportion of single-country foreign papers exhibited a
marginal decline over the five years. This suggests a corresponding, albeit slight, rise in the
prevalence of Foreign Papers-International Co-authored submissions, whose share increased
from 16% in 2021 to 19% in 2025 (Table 5).

Citation impact by authorship pattern
An examination of citation impact across different authorship patterns in local Iranian
journals reveals distinct trends (Table 6).
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Table 6
Field-Weighted Citation Impact (FWCI) by Co-authorship Pattern in Iranian Scopus-Indexed
Journals

Year of Domestic Dornes.tlc- Foreign Papers Foreign ngers-
Publication Papers International (single-country) it
Co-authored Co-authored
2021 0.32 0.57 0.48 0.73
2022 0.31 0.56 0.53 0.79
2023 0.31 0.52 0.51 0.76
2024 0.28 0.53 0.52 0.84
2025 0.27 0.53 0.57 0.88

For domestically authored papers, the FWCI declined over time for both Domestic Papers
and Domestic-International Co-authored Papers. However, the latter group consistently
achieved higher citation impact. Based on Table 6, in 2025, Domestic-International Co-
authored papers had an FWCI of 0.53, compared to 0.27 for Domestic Papers. This means
internationally co-authored domestic papers received approximately 96% more citations
(0.53/0.27 = 1.96) than exclusively domestic papers. In contrast, among foreign-authored
publications, the FWCI for both Foreign Papers (single-country) and Foreign Papers-
International Co-authored increased over the period. Nevertheless, internationally co-authored
foreign papers consistently outperformed single-country foreign papers in citation impact.

Discussion

Iranian journals indexed in Scopus constitute a significant portion of Iran's total scientific
output indexed in this database. As the tenure of these journals in Scopus increases, an
observable trend toward greater internationalization emerges, as evidenced by an increasing
acceptance rate for papers from foreign authors relative to domestic submissions. Despite this,
these journals remain a substantial venue for Iranian researchers, supporting national higher
education policy objectives, particularly given the observed stagnation or decline in Iranian
publications in other international databases, even as scientific output among peer nations
increases.

However, the citation impact (FWCI) of articles published in these local, Scopus-indexed
journals remains substantially lower than that of papers published in high-quality, often
commercially operated international journals. This disparity negatively affects the nation's
overall citation metrics. Specifically, while the increasing inclusion of local journals in Scopus
contributes positively to the aggregate volume of Iranian publications in international
databases, it simultaneously reduces the average citation impact of Iranian papers overall.

Studies have explicitly investigated publisher volume — operationalized as the number of
journal articles published — and its effects on scholarly communication (Kim, 2025). The
findings of this study indicate that, within the international scholarly communication
ecosystem, Iranian journals and researchers remain active despite various challenges and
fluctuations (Table 1). One of the primary reasons for inclusion in international indexing
systems is to enhance the visibility and impact of research findings. Publications produced
through international co-authorship attract more citations from abroad, even in a comparatively
limited foreign research community, suggesting wider international dissemination and
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influence (Wang, Frietsch, Neuhédusler & Hooi, 2024). The results show that, during the period
studied, the participation of foreign authors in publishing research findings in Iranian journals
increased substantially. The number of foreign-authored papers grew from 6,779 in 2021 to
9,528 in 2025, representing an increase of approximately 40.6% over five years (Table 1). This
trend, consistent with Wang et al. (2024), increases the expectation of receiving more citations.
Despite a parallel decline in the proportion of researchers' publications in domestic journals
relative to Iran's overall output between 2021 and 2025, indexing in Scopus and the rise of
articles authored by foreign scholars reflect a strategic and effective policy approach. Overall,
with reference to RQI1, this trend in engaging foreign authors can be regarded positively,
irrespective of the citation impact achieved.

Considering the evolution of journal quartiles, the observed reduction in non-quartiled
journals, concomitant with the expansion of quartiled journals over the five years examined
(Table 2), reflects the appropriateness and effectiveness of policies and strategic decisions
aimed at standardizing and improving the quality of Iranian scholarly journals. Each quartile
exhibits specific characteristics and relative strengths. Quartile classification provides a
standardized framework for assessing the quality and impact of scholarly journals, thereby
informing journal selection for the dissemination of research findings. Moreover, awareness of
quartile distinctions supports the formulation of a strategic publication plan that promotes
scientific visibility and career progression (Sanchez-Pita, Benito-Cabello & Puebla-Martinez,
2025). An analysis of journal quartiles indicated that, over the five years, journals classified in
Quartiles 1 and 2 experienced a significantly greater growth trend than those in Quartiles 3 and
4. Based on Table 2, the percentage increase in the number of journals from 2021 to 2025 was:
QI = from 16 to 39 (+143.8%), Q2 = from 48 to 68 (+41.7%), Q3 = from 116 to 156 (+34.5%),
Q4 = from 105 to 124 (+18.1%). These results indicate that journals in the first and second
quartiles achieved higher compound annual growth rates (CAGRs): Q1 = 19.5%, Q2 = 7.2%,
Q3 =6.1%, Q4 = 3.4% (calculated as CAGR = [(End/Start)"(1/4)] - 1, where 4 = number of
years between 2021 and 2025), despite the larger number of journals classified in the third and
fourth quartiles (Table 2). Based on the findings regarding journal quartiles, it can be concluded
that prioritizing journals in Quartiles 1 and 2 has created a greater opportunity to increase their
representation in Scopus relative to journals in Quartiles 3 and 4.

Among the various bibliometric indicators, the Field-Weighted Citation Impact (FWCI) is
utilized to assess the normalized citation impact of researchers' publications relative to global
averages. In this regard, our findings indicate that the status of Iranian Scopus-indexed journals
follows two distinct patterns. Findings reveal a disparity between domestic and international
authorship: articles with foreign contributors exhibit higher citation impact than those authored
solely by Iranians. Nevertheless, both groups underperform relative to the global mean (Table
3). This empirical evidence reinforces the strategic prioritization of international collaboration
as a viable mechanism for elevating the scholarly influence of national research output (Zhou,
Cai & Lyu, 2020). The manifest gap in citation impact, as detailed in Table 3, demonstrates that
Scopus indexing does not inherently validate the quality of Iranian journals. Instead, the data
imply that intellectual novelty and rigorous scholarship remain the primary drivers of citation
performance. To address this, academic stakeholders must shift their focus from quantitative
indexing targets toward qualitative enhancements in research content and editorial standards.
Further evidence for this assertion is provided by a sensitivity analysis: when publications
authored by domestic Iranian scholars are excluded, the overall FWCI increases significantly.
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Specifically, in the first scenario, the impact was 23% above the global average (FWCI = 1.23),
while in the second, it was 8% above the mean (FWCI = 1.08) (Figure 1). This trend suggests
that domestic Iranian contributions underperform relative to their international counterparts,
thereby lowering the aggregate citation impact (FWCI).

The global circulation of research resources has facilitated a substantial expansion of
international scientific collaboration (Hu, Tian, Guo & Wang, 2020). This trend is evidenced
by the exponential growth of coauthored publications (Huang, 2021), as researchers
increasingly collaborate across national boundaries to enhance research efficiency and
scientific impact. Our results indicate that the number of articles authored by domestic
researchers and published in Iranian journals indexed in Scopus declined (-10.7%) over the
period under review (Table 4). While the trend for articles co-authored with international
researchers has remained largely stable in absolute terms (from 1,225 to 1,239, a 0.4% change),
the relative proportion increased from 9% to 12% (Table 5). Articles authored solely by foreign
researchers have grown by 36.2% (from 5,662 to 7,712). This suggests that although
collaborative practices with international researchers are stable, these journals are increasingly
attracting independent contributions from foreign authors. Such a pattern may reflect enhanced
global visibility of the journals, growing research output from foreign institutions, or both.
Overall, these findings indicate a shift in the sources of submissions rather than in collaborative
behavior, highlighting the journals' evolving international engagement.

The pattern of co-authorship among foreign authors in Iranian journals indexed in Scopus
follows a similar trend, with this type of collaboration increasing by 17.6% between 2021 and
2025. The present study shows that the growth of internationalization shifts journals away from
domestic collaboration (Table 5, second column). The findings also indicate that domestic-
international outputs have remained nearly stable in absolute terms but increased proportionally
(Table 5, third column), while internationally authored single-country papers and papers co-
authored with other foreign collaborators have increased steadily (Table 5, last two columns).
Although international co-authorship is widely recognized as an important indicator of
scholarly integration, this study's findings suggest that attention should not be limited to
quantitative growth alone. In particular, the expansion of research output, especially that
produced by domestic authors, must be accompanied by demonstrable improvements in
research quality. Without a parallel emphasis on methodological rigor, originality, and
scholarly impact, increases in publication volume may not translate into meaningful scientific
advancement. Accordingly, policies aimed at promoting international collaboration should be
balanced with strategies that strengthen the qualitative dimensions of domestic research
production (Kwiek, 2021).

The Field-Weighted Citation Impact (FWCI) is a significant metric for assessing citation
impact in both international and domestic academic contexts (Farias Borges, Fischer, Mazoni
& Bascur, 2025). In 2021, the FWCI for Foreign Papers (single-country) was 0.48, indicating
a 52% lower citation rate compared to the global average. For Foreign Papers-International Co-
authored Papers, the FWCI was 0.73, corresponding to a 27% lower global citation rate. By
2025, the FWCI values had risen to 0.57 and 0.88, respectively, reflecting citation rates 43%
and 12% lower than the global average. This demonstrates a persistent advantage in citation
impact for internationally co-authored foreign papers.

According to the findings of our study (Table 6), the FWCI indicator exhibited a declining
trend over the five years under review for both purely domestic scholarly outputs and
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publications co-authored through international collaboration. Conversely, publications
originating exclusively from foreign researchers, whether authored individually or within fully
foreign research networks, showed markedly superior performance on this indicator. These
findings are consistent with the interpretation that article quality and content innovativeness are
important determinants of citation impact and journal quality. However, we acknowledge that
FWClI is an indirect proxy; this study did not directly measure research quality, originality, or
methodological rigor. Alternative explanations include differences in topic choice, language
proficiency, international networks, and field-specific citation practices. The inference that
"quality" drives the observed gap is plausible but should be treated as a hypothesis warranting
further investigation through qualitative or mixed-methods approaches. Merely striving for
inclusion in international citation indexes and increasing the quantitative presence of journals
within these databases does not, in itself, signify scientific excellence. Therefore, without
parallel investments in improving research quality and fostering genuinely innovative
scholarship, quantitative expansion within international citation databases is unlikely to
translate into meaningful scientific excellence or sustained journal impact.

The differentiation between reputable and less credible scholarly journals remains a central
concern in contemporary research evaluation (Gupta, Kumar & Bhalla, 2025). Such distinctions
directly influence academic performance metrics, institutional evaluations, research policy
making, and funding policies, thereby affecting the broader research ecosystem. Accordingly,
the systematic and continuous evaluation of journal performance is imperative, as it not only
informs research assessment and funding decisions but also enhances scholarly quality and the
overall impact of scientific publications (Reed et al., 2021).

Conclusion

Nations often designate the indexing of their academic journals in major international
citation databases, such as Scopus and Web of Science, as a strategic goal and a key
performance indicator within their higher education policy. This pursuit is frequently supported
by incentives. While successfully indexing local journals increases the volume of national
publications recognized as valuable knowledge resources, the actual impact of these indexed
publications must also be rigorously assessed. Specifically, the citation impact of university
publications directly influences their standing in global university rankings (e.g., QS World and
Subject Rankings, and Times Higher Education World and Subject Rankings), as these systems
rely on bibliometric data from these databases for ranking metrics.

Our study indicates a finding specific to the Iranian case: while the inclusion of more
domestic journals in Scopus increases the national publication count, the relatively low FWCI
of papers published in these journals exerts downward pressure on Iran's overall citation impact.
In Iran's context, between 2021 and 2025, total national publication output in Scopus actually
decreased, yet the citation impact declined further when local journal publications were
included. This counterintuitive pattern suggests that quantitative expansion of indexed domestic
journals does not automatically enhance scientific impact. Therefore, policymakers should
adopt a balanced approach, considering not only the sheer volume of publications but also
critical performance metrics, such as citation impact, when formulating policies and allocating
resources.

In light of the objectives and findings of this study, it is strongly urged that journal
governing bodies, particularly policymakers within the national higher education ministries, as
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well as editors of leading scholarly journals, move beyond an exclusive focus on the
quantitative achievement of indexing in international citation systems. Policy priorities should
instead emphasize the systematic qualitative standardization and continuous quality
enhancement of journals as strategic requirements for long-term sustainability and increased
international visibility. Achieving these outcomes requires deliberate policy support for
international collaboration and sustained integration into the global scientific network,
particularly through the dissemination of innovative, high-impact research. Furthermore,
fostering problem-oriented research agendas that address both national and global societal
challenges should be recognized as a central policy driver in strengthening the international
standing and relevance of domestic scholarly publishing.
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