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researcher from southern Africa, it is also an essential resource for 
any research related to southern Africa. 

pricing options
Sabinet does not mention any pricing options for African Electronic 
Journals (SA ePublications) on their Web site; clients are referred to 
<info@sabinet.co.za> for a quotation and information on pricing op-
tions. Following our enquiry it was explained that pricing works on 
an annual subscription basis. The price of journal titles is determined 
by the publishers of the journals. As new titles are added to the data-
base the database price will increase. The same applies to the individ-
ual collections. Pricing options are very flexible. Clients can (1) sub-
scribe to the full collection of journal titles, (2) choose one or more 
of the seven subject collections, or (3) subscribe to individual journal 
titles. An option for non-subscribers to purchase single articles using 
their credit cards is also available <http://www.sabinet.co.za/onceoff-
doc/>.

The pricing for subject collections starts from $680 and the price for 
individual titles amounts to $55. No special or consortial discount is 
applicable to institutions.

Pricing options are approached from the subscriber or client’s point 
of view, as well as from the point of view of journal publishers who 
want to participate in making their full-text journal articles available 
through African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications). For publish-
ers who wish to include their journal titles in African Electronic Jour-
nals (SA ePublications) there are no initial costs and additionally they 
are compensated on an annual basis by Sabinet. Payment amounts to 
a percentage of the subscription price set by the publisher. For exam-
ple if a collection consists of 25 journals then the price for that collec-
tion will be the sum of the 25 individually set prices. Subscribers can 
also select individual journals and the same formula will apply. At the 
end of the financial year after an external audit was done, an amount 
is paid over to publishers according to the number of subscriptions to 
the specific title.

Although users are expected to complete a basic registration form if 
they are not subscribed to African Electronic Journals (SA ePubli-
cations), anyone can search the Open Access collection. In addition 
metadata and abstracts for all articles included in the full African 

Disclosure: The University of Pretoria is indicated as a shareholder 
of Sabinet. This dates back to the time (30 years ago) when Sabinet 
was formed by 45 academic and research institutions as a non- profit 
company. When it moved to a commercial company all “founding 
members” of the not-for-profit company became shareholders in the 
current structure. There is, however, no financial gain for the Univer-
sity of Pretoria.

abstract
This review critically examines the African Electronic Journals (SA 
ePublications) database which was developed by Sabinet <http://
www.sabinet.co.za> with the intention to provide easy access to full-
text articles published in South Africa as well as southern Africa. Sa-
binet has been in operation since 1983, running as a non-profit or-
ganisation for the first 17 years. Sabinet is an aggregator of premier 
southern African electronic publications serving a diverse client base 
which includes libraries, research organisations, law firms and in-
dividual subscriptions. Apart from African Electronic Journals (SA 
ePublications), Sabinet also provides access to South African Union 
Catalog (SACat), the South African National Bibliography (SANB), 
Index to South African Periodicals (ISAP), the Union Catalogue for 
Theses and Dissertations (UCTD) and African Digital Repository, 
amongst others. Information on the other databases available through 
Sabinet can be found on the Sabinet Web site. African Electronic 
Journals (SA ePublications)’s major strength lies in the fact that it 
is the only database that provides convenient, organised access to a 
collection of full-text journal articles from a specific geographic area 
that is not covered as extensively by other international databases.

African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) consists of a full col-
lection of more than 300 journal titles and more than 120,000 full-text 
articles. Tables of content of all the journals are also available. To 
streamline access and to allow for individual needs, the database con-
tent is grouped into seven subject collections: Business and Finance, 
Law, Medical and Health, Religion, Science, Technology and Agri-
culture, and Social Science and Humanities.

African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) certainly meets with 
its claim to be the most comprehensive database in the world on full-
text electronic journals published in South Africa as well as southern 
Africa. Apart from being an essential source of information for any 
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Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) can be searched by non-sub-
scribers. Only subscribers, however, have access to the full-text ar-
ticles.

product description
African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) is available from Sa-
binet <http://www.sabinet.co.za> through a single platform <http://
reference.sabinet.co.za/>. With right, it claims to be the most com-
prehensive database in the world providing easy access to full-text 
journal articles published in South Africa and southern Africa. It was 
launched in 2001 with two journal titles: South African Journal of 
Chemistry and South African Journal of Wildlife Research. New jour-
nal titles are added on an on-going basis. Sabinet also seems to be 
committed to on-going improvements such as the new user interface 
introduced in May 2012, free training (on request) for subscribers to 
its products, subscription to discussion lists, and options for personal-
isation (MySabinet). Subscription to African Electronic Journals (SA 
ePublications) provides access to older, retrospective full-text journal 
articles, as well as the latest information by means of an alerting ser-
vice.

CONTENT PROvIDED

African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) consists of a collec-
tion of more than 300 journal titles and more than 120,000 full-text 
articles by publishers from South Africa as well as other southern 
African countries. It covers research reported in journals from these 
countries; although most of such research is done in Africa, the data-
base also includes work that has been done elsewhere reported in a 
journal published in African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications). 
New journal titles are added on an on-going basis.

Since the main criterion for inclusion in African Electronic Journals 
(SA ePublications) is the country where the journal is published, 
namely South Africa or a country from southern Africa, the database 
does not have a specific topic focus. The wide variety of topics cov-
ered is reflected in the collections into which the journals are grouped: 
Business and Finance, Law, Medical and Health, Religion, Science, 
Technology and Agriculture, and Social Sciences and Humanities. 

Database items include an abstract, and the full-text which is avail-
able in PDF format; the full-text is searchable. Tables of contents of 
full-text articles and abstracts are also available as part of an alerting 
service. Apart from the latest issue for individual journal titles, older 
issues available are also indicated in the database and go as far back 
as 2000 (some even earlier). Older issues of African journals are also 
available through another Sabinet database, African Journal Archive 
<http://www.sabinet.co.za/african-journal-archive/>.

As can be expected, some journal titles also appear in other databases 
such as South African Journal for Research in Sport, Physical Educa-
tion and Recreation (also available in SPORTDiscus), South African 
Journal of Business Management (also available in Business Source 
Premier and MasterFile Premier), and South African Journal of Phi-
losophy/Suid-Afrikaanse Tydskrif vir Wysbegeerte (also available in 
Academic Search Premier and Humanities International). However, 
African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) remains the most 
comprehensive single database on South African and southern Afri-
can content with the added advantage that all the articles are avail-
able in full-text and available without any embargoes. Although the 
metadata of articles is searchable by anyone, subscription is required 
should you wish to view the full-text of an article. Exceptions to this 
rule are the Open Access journals.

INTENDED AUDIENCE

Subscribers to African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) include 
academic, public, government, legal and corporate libraries, research 
organisations, law firms, public and private organizations, and indi-
vidual subscribers. The content caters to full-text for the serious re-
searcher such as covered in South African Journal of Science which is 
also indexed in Thomson Reuters, as well as journals that cover more 
popular topics or topics with a practical slant such as Veld & Flora.

Research on Africa is often conducted from non-African countries 
or from grant research holders in these countries working with Af-
rican partners. Since African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) 
includes a unique collection of full-text articles that is not always in-
cluded in other databases, this database can be considered an essential 
source for anybody doing research related to Africa.

SCOPE

The scope of African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) is de-
marcated by two requirements: (1) availability of articles in electronic 
format; (2) the origin of the journal publisher as South African or 
from a southern African country. Although journals from South Afri-
ca are dominant, publishers based in Botswana, Ghana, Namibia, and 
Nigeria are also included. Journals from southern African countries 
that are published by international publishers such as Elsevier, Rout-
ledge, or Wiley-Blackwell are not included. Journal titles are included 
through various means: (1) Sabinet approaches publishers by follow-
ing on leads of publishers; (2) publishers approach Sabinet – there is a 
growing trend in this; (3) clients suggest publishers to be approached.
The wide spectrum of topics covered has been noted under the discus-
sion of Content.

An A-Z list of journal titles included in African Electronic Journals 
(SA ePublications) is provided on their Web site <http://reference.
sabinet.co.za/sa_epublications_a_z>. The list includes the journal 
name, the ISSN-Print, the E-ISSN (where applicable), frequency of 
publication (e.g., tri-annually, annually), language of publication, ac-
creditation source (e.g., DOE acronym for the South African Depart-
ment of Education), and whether the journal is active, discontinued, or 
whether the access is restricted. Restricted access applies to journals 
that have changed from a local publisher to a publisher with whom 
the original publisher signed an exclusive agreement (usually interna-
tional publishers). These journals’ contents are then no longer added 
to Sabinet and access can only be given to clients who subscribed to 
them in the past. These titles are also removed from the price list and 
will not be sold to new subscribers.

NEED fOR SPECIAL INSTALLATION REqUIREmENTS:

No special installation requirements such as plug-ins or special soft-
ware apply to access African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications). 
Clients only require an up-to-date browser and Adobe Acrobat to 
view the full text of the articles. At the time of this review the recom-
mended browsers were Mozilla FireFox 11.0, Internet Explorer (IE 
7+) and Google Chrome.

critical evaluation
STRENgTHS

The main strength of African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) 
lies in the easy and convenient access to a wide collection of journal 
titles published in electronic format by publishers in a geographically 
demarcated area – South Africa and other southern African countries. 
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Although some of the journal titles might be included in other data-
bases with full-text access, none of these offers such clear geographic 
demarcation. There is good evidence of on-going expansion based on 
interest from publishers to participate, initiatives from Sabinet and 
recommendations by clients. Commitment to comprehensive and spe-
cific information retrieval according to the needs of clients is shown 
in the latest version of the user interface, and especially the faceted 
filters that can streamline search strategies.

WEAkNESSES

One of the identified weaknesses is that the button Add All To Action 
List is hidden at the bottom of the page. The reviewers also found the 
My Action List link difficult to spot on the page – it is right at the bot-
tom of the screen in a dark grey box. If clients want to print or e-mail 
one or more of the results, these items need to be added to the Action 
List first. Although experienced database clients will probably logi-
cally deduct that this procedure should be followed, novice clients 
might be at a loss initially and will have to consult the How do the 
results work link. 

The results screens also contain much information and detail in the 
right hand column and this might be interpreted as too busy for some 
clients. Only 10 items can be viewed at a time and it would have 
been useful to increase this number so that clients need to view fewer 
pages. 

CONTENT

A very wide selection of topics is covered, and access to the content 
is streamlined through categorisation in broad subject collections. Al-
though journal titles from South African publishers dominate, there is 
also coverage of journal titles from other southern African countries 
such as Botswana, Ghana, Namibia, and Nigeria. African Electronic 
Journals (SA ePublications) is currently an essential resource for any 
research done on South Africa, but there is good evidence that by in-
creasing the number of publishers and journal titles from other south-
ern African countries, it can become an essential resource for research 
on these geographic areas as well. 

A wide spectrum of reputable journals on a variety of subjects can be 
accessed via African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) such as 

Journal of Public Administration, With-
out Prejudice (a law journal), South 
African Journal of Higher Education, 
South African Journal of Psychology, 
and Obstetrics and Gynaecology Forum 
to mention but a few. 

USER INTERfACE

African Electronic Journals (SA ePub-
lications) introduced a new, improved 
user interface in May 2012. The search 

interface is depicted in Figure 1. Overall the look and feel of the in-
terface is even more user-friendly and functional towards the novice 
as well as expert searcher. It supports navigation, searching, and the 
display of results.

At the top of the screen there is an option to either search only the cli-
ent’s own subscribed titles, the Open Access collection, or the com-
plete database. The default is All if a client subscribes to more than 
100 journal titles; otherwise the default is My Subscribed Titles. A 
variety of interface languages are available, however most of the in-
dexing is done in either English or Afrikaans. Various searching op-
tions are provided, including search according to a single entry or 
in combination using key words, article title, journal title, abstract, 
author, author affiliation, volume number, issue number, ISSN, pub-
lication month, publication year, accreditation status of the journal, 
language, and new additions. Client preferences were kept in mind 
with the design of the search pages – clients can include as little or as 
much information as needed in the various fields. 

A very useful enhancement is the suggestion function in the Journal 
title field. As soon as a client starts typing a journal title a list of jour-
nal title suggestions will appear saving time by making it easy to se-
lect a relevant title. 

Various browsing options are offered as shown in Figure 2: 

An A-Z list of journal titles (already discussed in Scope);

List of subject collections and the list of Open Access journals;

Subscribed titles: individual titles to which clients subscribed 
can be viewed;

What’s new: the latest issues loaded in the past 30 days are dis-
played which includes the journal titles, issue details, date load-
ed as well as a link to view the table of contents. A journal’s 
table of contents can also be e-mailed to clients. 

General search tips, context-sensitive Help and a Quick Search 
Guide are also available to streamline searching.

SEARCH ENgINE

The search interface in Figure 1 reflects most of the search options 
supported by the search engine.

fIgURE 1 Search interface

fIgURE 2 Browsing options
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Searches can be conducted according to 
key words, article title, journal title, ab-
stract, author(s), author affiliation, vol-
ume number, issue number, ISSN, pub-
lication month, publication year, whether 
the journal is accredited, accreditation 
status (i.e., by whom a journal is accred-
ited), language, and new additions. Op-
tions for New Additions include: All, 
today, yesterday, this week, this month, 
previous month, this year, previous year 
(2012). Options for language of publi-
cation include: All, Afrikaans, Dutch, 
English, French, German, Italian, Sotho, 
Spanish, Xhosa, and Zulu. In South Af-
rican context the search option Only ac-
credited journals is very useful. A date 
range can be searched (e.g., 2009-2010). 

Searches can be done on the full-text, on 
abstracts, or on both. For searches in the 
fields for key words and the article title 
it can be specified that the terms should 
be an exact phrase (which is important 
to improve the precision of the search 
result). By default it does not need to be 
an exact phrase. The Boolean operators 
allowed are AND, OR, NOT. It seems 
from the interface as if this applies be-
tween the Keyword field and words ap-
pearing in the Title field, as well as by 
default between the Keyword field and 
other fields. The default Boolean operator is AND.

The use of a variety of faceted filters greatly enhances the strength of 
the search engine. (Some search filters are depicted in Figure 3). 

Predetermined filters are available for the following: accreditation, da-
tabase, collection in database – with the default being all collections, 
journal title, language, key word, author, affiliation, publication year, 
publication month, and publication year groups. For each filter a drop-
down menu is available, as well as an option to view more than what 
is displayed. Results can be filtered (i.e., limited) by making selections 
from the predetermined faceted filters. If the selection of a particular 
filter does not deliver the desired result, it is easy to go back to the 
original results by merely clicking Clear All Filters. It is also easy to 
return to the original search and to change or adapt the search strategy. 
The journal title filter displays titles according to the number of hits per 
title. Journals with the most hits are thus displayed first. This can give a 
good indication of journal titles to subscribe to or of journal titles where 
a researcher can publish for good exposure. Similarly the filter for key 
words displays key words per number of hits, with the key word with 
the most hits displaying first. The display of key words can be used to 
refine results to be more specific or to add search terms and improve 
recall (i.e., to improve comprehensiveness).

The advanced indexing functionality of Sabinet Reference indexes 
the full text of the articles available through African Electronic Jour-
nals (SA ePublications). It automatically assigns key words according 

to the number of times certain words appear in an article and also ac-
cording to the position of those words and it is therefore able to find 
results most relevant to a search query. The system does not cater to 
variations of the word, but does make use of the truncated form and 
will therefore most likely pick up all the relevant results. For exam-
ple, behaviour that can be spelt behaviour or behavior will find both 
forms of the word if the client types in the truncated form behav*. 

SEARCH RESULTS

Search results, as depicted in Figure 3 are numbered and appear with 
a part of the abstract, highlighting the search terms. The full biblio-
graphic detail is displayed. Ten result items are displayed per screen. 
Results are by default sorted according to relevance, but the sort order 
can also be changed to sort according to title (ascending and descend-
ing) and key words (ascending and descending). 

From the search results, items can be marked to be displayed in the 
Action list from where they can be further managed. (However, find-
ing the Action list on the bottom of the page is somewhat tricky.) 
From the Action list items can be printed, e-mailed, or exported to 
a citation manager. The options for the exportation of references are 
CSV, RefWorks, and EndNote.

The full text of the article can be accessed by clicking on the Adobe 
reader image. The item details can also be expanded by clicking on 
the article title.

fIgURE 3 Search filters
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Various options for further action are displayed on the right of the re-
sults screen. These include linking to related content, displaying all 
issues of the journal, searching in the journal, or displaying the full 
record in PDF format. A symbol appears next to each record which 
indicates whether the journal is accredited. All articles are full-text 
items and are available in PDF format. The size of the item to be 
downloaded is also indicated. 

OTHER fEATURES

An alert service adds further value to subscription to African Elec-
tronic Journals (SA ePublications). Subscribed clients can receive e-
mail alerts of all new issues of journals added to the database, or for 
alerts on specific journal titles they can subscribe to RSS feeds. These 
alerts run on a daily basis. Subscribers can also set up alerts accord-
ing to their own criteria (as they would do a key word search) through 
the mySabinet functionality. The time of this alert can be specified 
by the user. 

COmPARISON WITH SImILAR PRODUCTS ON THE 
mARkET

African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) is the only database 
offering access to full-text articles. Although some of the journal ti-
tles are also included in international databases, African Electronic 
Journals (SA ePublications) is the only one with a clearly demarcated 
geographic context providing full-text access to its content. Although 
it does not cover all the journals published in the demarcated region, 
most of the core journals in a particular subject field are covered. It is 
the database of choice for librarians and researchers who need infor-
mation of southern African origin. 

contract provisions
Sabinet is quite flexible in their contract, also in considering the needs 
of their international clients. Subscribers receive a list of all the avail-
able journals on an annual basis and they can then indicate whether 
they are interested in the new title additions. Contract renewal is an 
easy process. 

Sabinet’s requirements with regard to subscribing institutions include 
the following: the need to make the material available on-site and off-site 
via its secure network; to permit authorised clients to print and/or down-
load individual articles; to allow employees of the institution to make 
hard copies of the material and distribute and include them in course 
packs in reasonable amounts; and allowing institutional interlending. 

authentication
Bibliographic information for all items included in African Electronic 
Journals (SA ePublications) is available and searchable to anyone; 
subscription to African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) or oth-
er Sabinet products is not a requirement. Links to the full-text ar-
ticles available from African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) 
is, however, reserved for subscribers via IP Authentication or a user 
ID and password authentication. Clients can also select to login to 
certain journals only. Open Access publications are available free of 
charge with a simple e-mail registration. 

conclusion
African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) is a very useful da-
tabase, providing high quality access to peer-reviewed articles from 

African Electronic Journals  
Review Scores Composite: HHHH 1/4
The maximum number of stars in each category is 5.

Content: HHHH 1/2
African Electronic Journals (SA ePublications) is an authoritative, unique, and high-quality database which covers a wide 
variety of topics on South African and southern African content with the added advantage that all the articles are available 
in full text. Although it does not cover all African journals, it still is an essential resource for any researcher from southern 
Africa and for any research related to southern Africa.

User Interface/Searchability: HHHH 1/2
The interface is user-friendly and offers a variety of options for clients. Sabinet is committed to on-going improvements 
such as the new user interface. The new interface is very user-friendly and functional towards the novice as well as expert 
searcher. It supports navigation, searching, and the display of results.

Pricing: HHHH

The pricing options are very flexible, reasonable, and definitely in the price range of all South African and international in-
stitutions. Clients can (1) subscribe to the full collection of journal titles, (2) choose one or more of the seven subject collec-
tions, or (3) subscribe to individual journal titles. An option for non-subscribers to purchase single articles is also available.

Contract Options: HHHH

Sabinet is quite flexible in their contract, and the needs of all possible users have been taken into account. The contract is 
renewable on an annual basis and the process is an uncomplicated one. 
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journal publications from a geographically demarcated area, and ca-
tering for topics to a broad audience. According to feedback from in-
dustry Sabinet’s client support is also excellent and problems receive 
attention immediately. In conclusion it can be said that African Elec-
tronic Journals (SA ePublications) is an essential and authoritative 
resource for any researcher from southern Africa and for any research 
related to southern Africa. 
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