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Geophysical Research Letters (GRL) is 
the American Geophysical Union’s premier 
journal of fast, groundbreaking commu-
nication. It rapidly publishes high- impact, 
letter-length articles, and it is the top-cited 
multidisciplinary geosciences journal over 
the past 10 years, with an impact factor 
that increased again in 2009, to 3.204. For 
manuscripts submitted to GRL, the median 
time to "rst and "nal decision is 23 and 
27 days, respectively— a 35% improvement 
since 2007— and the median time from 
submission to publication is 13 weeks for 
90% of GRL papers— a 25% improvement 
since 2007. Among high-impact publica-
tions in the geosciences, GRL has the fast-
est turnaround.

GRL’s mission is to disseminate high-
impact, broad-implication, innovative, 
and timely research on major scienti"c 
advances in all AGU disciplines. GRL’s sta-
tus and service continue to improve, due to 
an outstanding pool of authors and review-
ers, a dedicated editorial board that cov-
ers all of the major geoscience disciplines, 
and a highly ef"cient staff in the AGU pub-
lications of"ce. The board is committed 
to ensuring the publication of top-quality 
papers in a timely manner, through a fair 
and ef"cient evaluation process.

To continue improving its status and ser-
vice to the community, GRL has instituted 
a number of changes over the past few 
years. Some of these changes have already 
been highlighted by previous GRL editor 
in chief James Famiglietti in a 2007 Eos 
editorial (88(49), 537; see http:// www .agu 
.org/  pubs/  pdf/  Editorial _ GRL .pdf). Here we 
briefly review the status of these and sub-
sequent changes and how they are helping 
to increase the journal’s relevance, impact, 
and efficiency.

GRL has signi"cantly increased the num-
ber of manuscripts returned without for-
mal peer review, a process common to 
most top-tier science journals. These deci-
sions most often concern papers that are 
too regional or technical in scope, lack 
suf"ciently broad geophysical implica-
tions, represent an incremental advance 
beyond what has already appeared in peer-
reviewed literature, or the content of which 
does not justify rapid publication. These 
decisions rarely re#ect a judgment on the 
quality of the work—which is often high—
but rather that the material is better suited 
for a journal other than GRL. This prac-
tice not only provides authors the earliest 
possible opportunity to submit their work 
elsewhere but also helps to decrease the 
intense reviewing pressure placed on the 
AGU community by GRL’s large volume of 
submissions (between 3000 and 4000 per 

year over the past 5 years) and the need for 
rapid review.

In keeping with its mission to be a fast-
track and high-impact journal, GRL has 
for more than 3 years executed a policy 
of rejecting papers for which major revi-
sions are required to meet the GRL crite-
ria of impact, innovation, and timeliness. 
For example, manuscripts are routinely 
declined if the reviews point to a need for 
additional analyses, simulations, or other 
signi"cant changes to support purported 
high-impact results or implications. How-
ever, for those submissions that show prom-
ise of reaching GRL’s criteria, authors are 
encouraged to resubmit following neces-
sary revisions. While “resetting the clock” 
on manuscripts that require major revi-
sions reduces the time-to-publication dates, 
the policy is motivated not by a desire to 
make the GRL editorial process appear as 
rapid as possible but rather by a desire to 
make the process be as rapid as possible. 
While the policy of rejecting manuscripts 
that require major revisions is potentially 
controversial, experience over the past 
decade shows that this results in a more 
rapid, high-impact publication experience 
for authors as well as for readers, thereby 
improving the editorial board’s ability to 
serve GRL’s unique mission within the AGU 
body of publications.

A more recent development is that GRL’s 
editorial board unanimously proposed abol-
ishing comments and replies, a proposal 
that was approved by the AGU Publications 
Committee late in 2009. In the absence of 
a formal comment and reply process, the 
board encourages authors to present their 
critique of a paper that has been published 
in GRL as a regular, stand-alone manu-
script. In this way, the scienti"c debate can 
be enhanced through the rapid publica-
tion of explicit scienti"c evidence that sup-
ports an author’s criticisms. Since removing 
comments and replies, GRL has published 
a number of papers that have directly cri-
tiqued work recently published in the jour-
nal. The review and ultimate publication of 
these papers have been far more rapid than 
for the comments and replies that were pre-
viously handled by GRL. In addition, the sci-
enti"c content has been substantive, with 
the papers standing on their own as scien-
ti"c contributions.

GRL has also recently begun to publish a 
limited number of “frontier” articles, by invi-
tation from the editors. Frontier articles are 
50% longer than regular GRL papers and 
are freely available via open access for the 
"rst 6 months after publication. They pres-
ent a perspective on recent cutting-edge 
advances in a leading scienti"c "eld that is 

at the forefront of one or several AGU dis-
ciplines. They may also deliver a visionary 
but strongly scienti"cally grounded state-
ment about a particularly promising up-and- 
coming "eld of research that has potential 
for high impact and broad implications.

Finally, in addition to GRL’s emphasis 
on rapid publication, the editorial board 
is working hard to increase the value of 
publishing in GRL for its authors. Approxi-
mately 15% of GRL articles are spotlighted 
in Eos and on the GRL Web site and are 
brought to the attention of the press. In 
addition to these spotlights, the editorial 
board is also working with the AGU press 
of"ce to increase the visibility of top papers 
and authors via press releases, press con-
ferences, AGU blogs, and social network-
ing sites such as Twitter and Facebook. As 
a result, GRL articles are being more and 
more frequently featured in major print, 
broadcast, and Web media, as well as in 
perspectives and news articles in high- 
pro"le magazines such as Science and 
Nature.

All of the above policies and practices 
have been enacted to better serve the long-
established mission of GRL to publish sig-
ni"cant geophysical advances that will have 
immediate impact on the research of oth-
ers. While these policies and practices are 
not without controversy, experience and 
quantitative evidence suggest that they are 
in fact improving GRL’s achievement of its 
mission, and therefore its service to the AGU 
community.

None of this progress would be pos-
sible without the commitment of authors 
and reviewers to the larger AGU mission of 
“promoting discovery in Earth and space 
science for the benefit of humanity.” GRL’s 
editorial board serves the community by 
promoting the journal’s attractiveness 
and increasing its selectivity and publi-
cation speed, but authors and reviewers 
are essential to GRL’s success in rapidly 
communicating top-quality and timely sci-
ence to the AGU community and the world 
beyond. We are grateful for all of the effort 
that authors, reviewers, and previous edi-
tors have expended to make GRL the top 
choice for rapid publication of today’s 
highest-impact geoscience, and we look 
forward to further strides in the months 
and years to come.
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