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EDITORIAL

EDITORIAL
Abbreviations, Acronyms and Terminology
Usage in the
Journal of Cave and Karst Studies

MaLcorm S. FIELD
INTRODUCTION

The writing of scientific articles for publication often necessitates the use of
abbreviated terms, acronyms, and terminology specific to the field of study. To
abbreviate a term is defined as to shorten and word or phrase to a form meant
to represent the full form (Webster’s II, 1984, p. 66). An acronym is defined as
consisting of a word formed from the initial letters of a name or by combining
initial letters or parts of a series of words (Webster’s II, 1984, p. 75) and implying
that the acronym is a pronounceable word. It is apparent from these two defini-
tions that abbreviations and acronyms may often overlap. Terminology is defined
as the vocabulary of technical terms and usages appropriate to a particular field,
subject, science, or art (Webster’s II, 1984, p. 1194).

THE PROBLEM

Recently, I was contacted by a reader of the Journal of Cave and Karst Stud-
ies with a question that surprised me. The reader, an experienced scientist in a
foreign country, expressed confusion over some commonly used abbreviations
and acronyms (e.g., GC-MS, SPME, EPA, GC-O and SEM study). Or, to be more
precise, these are common abbreviations to only some of us. For example, EPA
is to me pretty obviously an acronym for U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
because I am employed by the EPA. However, although this acronym is obvious
to me and may also be fairly apparent to most of our U.S. subscribers, it may not
be so obvious to individuals residing outside the United States. As another ex-
ample, to chemists a GC-MS is a simple acronym for a Gas Chromatograph-Mass
Spectrometer, but to individuals with little or no background in chemistry this
acronym is virtually meaningless. Scientific terminology is equally problematic
for non-specialists. Prior to being contacted, I hadn’t been aware of the problem
some readers may have been having with various abbreviations, acronyms, and
scientific terminology used in articles published in the Journal of Cave and Karst
Studies.

THE EXTENT OF THE PROBLEM

The problem identified above likely occurs in all scientific journals, but is
compounded in the various cave and karst journals, such as the Journal of Cave
and Karst Studies, in two ways. First, although karst journals are specific to the
subject matter of caves and karst, they are very general in that all aspects of caves
and karst are covered. The Journal of Cave and Karst Studies includes Associate
Editors with specialties in anthropology, conservation, earth sciences, explora-
tion, life sciences, paleontology, and social sciences. These specialties are often
then broken down into subspecialties. For example, the anthropology specialty
also deals with archaeology while the earth sciences specialty includes chemistry,
geology, geography, geomorphology, hydrology, hydrogeology, and others. Such
a wide range of subject matter covered in the Journal of Cave and Karst Studies
makes it very difficult for the professional cave scientist, engineer, journal editor,
etc. to be able to intelligently read many of the articles published in the Journal
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of Cave and Karst Studies. Yes, even the Journal of Cave and
Karst Studies editors can find the wide range of subject matter
covered, even within their general areas of specialties, some-
what daunting. Imagine how much worse it must be for the
non-specialists.

The second aspect of the problem is the very high rate at
which the various subspecialties are advancing. There are so
many people conducting studies, sometimes directly and some-
times only remotely related to caves and karst, using newer
equipment and methods, that it is difficult for even the cogno-
scenti to keep up. In addition, the incredible existing array and
proliferation of scientific and engineering journals available
throughout the world further exacerbates this problem because
it is so time-consuming and difficult tracking down and read-
ing newly published papers, even with the advent of the World-
Wide Web. This problem is, of course, much more difficult for
non-specialists, especially if they lack access to large university
libraries.

PoOSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

A SoLuTION FOR EDITORS

This problem has caused some difficulties for the Associ-
ate Editors who naturally are not experts in all matters related
to their specific subject areas. For example, the Life Sciences
specialty covers all aspects of biology, which is an extremely
wide subject area. To alleviate some of the difficulties our As-
sociate Editors have been experiencing we have added two new
Associate Editors. Kathleen H. Lavoie has agreed to accept ap-
pointment as Associate Editor for microbiology and Stephen R.
Mosberg has agreed to accept appointment as Associate Editor
for Human and Medical Sciences. These two new Associate Ed-
itors will be able to take on the review and editorial responsibili-
ties in their respective subspecialty areas, which should improve
many aspects of the Journal of Cave and Karst Studies.

A SOLUTION FOR READERS

Unfortunately, the above solution does not help our readers.
To make reading easier for our readers I would like to suggest
the following. First, for acronyms and/or abbreviations, authors
should conscientiously write-out the full term and immediately
follow the term with the acronym/abbreviation in parentheses.
If the list of acronyms/abbreviations is long or somewhat un-
common, then it might be appropriate to also include a complete
list of the terms along with their respective acronyms and/or
abbreviations in an appendix or set of endnotes at the end of the
article that the reader may refer to periodically while reading
the manuscript.

Scientific terminology is more problematic. In some in-
stances, specific terms may be briefly defined in the text of the
article. Alternatively, in rare instances, the term may be defined
in an appendix or endnotes section at the end of the article. This
is not a greatly satisfactory method because it can be difficult for
an author to determine what needs defining, and it adds length
to the manuscript. Another, somewhat extreme alternative, is to
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do as Hazel Barton did in the last issue of the Journal of Cave
and Karst Studies (Barton, 2006). That is, develop and publish
an introductory article on the subject matter with the intention of
assisting the non-specialist to learn about the subject. Although
many specialists might consider it very difficult to write such
an article, it can be very helpful to non-specialists and should
enhance the Journal of Cave and Karst Studies in many ways.

CONCLUSIONS

Abbreviations, acronyms, and scientific terminology can be
very problematic for individuals unfamiliar with the terms used
in a published scientific journal article. If full terms are not list-
ed along with their respective abbreviations and/or acronyms,
and various obscure scientific terms are not defined, readers will
often not be able to follow the context and will cease bothering
to read the published article.

I encourage all future authors to make a concerted effort to
define all acronyms and abbreviations used in papers submitted
for publication in the Journal of Cave and Karst Studies. Such
an effort will benefit everyone. In addition, I ask that all future
authors consider defining some obscure scientific terms used
in papers submitted for publication in the Journal of Cave and
Karst Studies so that readers will better understand the subject
matter discussed in the paper.
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