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Publication metrics, such as the Thomson-
Reuters journal impact factor, are used
almost ubiquitously for evaluation of journal
and research performance.1,2 Editors and
authors thus have a vital interest that the
journals with which they are involved
achieve a high impact factor. In the April
2005 issue of the influential biological jour-
nal Trends in Ecology and Evolution, Anurag
Agrawal3 pilloried the practice of journal
editors encouraging citations of recently
published papers in their own journals as a
‘corruption of journal Impact Factors’. Indig-
nation about suggestions by editors to cite
papers of their own journal first surfaced in
the late 1990s.4 Whereas the inventor of the
impact factor, Eugene Garfield did not see
any wrongdoing in this editorial practice,5
authors (and other editors) increasingly
became upset about it.6–13 Since authors,
apart from publishers, are the primary bene-
ficiaries of an increased impact factor, this
upset is astonishing. Moreover, in a recent
study of journals that had increased their
impact factor at least fourfold in a few years,
Andrade et al.14 found ‘no proof of wide-
spread manipulation of the impact factor
through the massive use of journal self-cita-
tion’. The rate of journal self-citation rather
seems to be inversely correlated with the
impact factor of the journal,9 with journals
with an impact factor higher than 5 showing
a lower self-citation rate.

The authors’ concern about ‘manipulation
through journal self-citation’ is based on the
erroneous assumption15 that the citation
process is somewhat objective16 and un-
biased, and that a journal’s impact factors
actually do vouch for the quality of the jour-
nal9,12 or even of the individual authors’
work.9,17 Thus, manipulation of this sup-
posedly objective process is considered
unethical. In reality, impact factors always
are corrupted (in Agrawal’s sense) since the
sociology of citation is far from a straightfor-
ward citation of the best papers. Yu &
Wang’s11 assumption that ‘The citing of
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ABSTRACT. The journal impact factor is widely
used as a performance indicator for single authors
(despite its unsuitably in this respect). Hence,
authors are increasingly exercised if there is any sign
that impact factors are being manipulated. Editors
who ask authors to cite relevant papers from their
own journal are accused of acting unethically. This
is surprising because, besides publishers, authors are
the primary beneficiaries of an increased impact
factor of the journal in which they publish, and
because the citation process is biased anyway. There
is growing evidence that quality and relevance are
not always the reasons for choosing references.
Authors’ biases and personal environments as well
as strategic considerations are major factors. As
long as an editor does not force authors to cite
irrelevant papers from their own journal, I consider
it as a matter of caretaking for the journal and its
authors if an editor brings recent papers to the
authors’ attention. It would be unfair to authors
and disloyal to the publisher if an editor did not try
to increase the impact of his/her own journal.
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papers is a spontaneous behavior when
authors write articles’ is only partly true,
since authors select their references on the
basis of diverse reasons, most unrelated to
the quality of the cited paper.15,17–21 Cita-
tions can be driven by social factors22 or
strategic considerations.23 Citations are
likely – deliberately or subconsciously – to be
biased towards

� one’s own papers (one knows one’s own
papers best, one wants to promote one’s
own work, and, oddly enough, self-cita-
tion counts in traditional citation
analysis);23,24

� papers of friendly colleagues (I cite you,
you cite me);

� papers in a language the author happens
to understand (mother tongue or/and
English);21,22,25,26

� papers in journals and books that happen
to be most easily available to the author;27

� reviews (instead of more original pap-
ers)15,21,28 since their citation requires
fewer words and helps to stick to the max-
imum word count required by an
increasing number of journals;

� particularly bad papers easy to criticise,19

especially of disliked colleagues (a friend
who made a mistake is less likely to get ex-
posed);

� papers that are cited so often that it seems
unnecessary to invest time in reading prior
to citing (standard references).18

Apart from such quality or relevance-inde-
pendent motivations, many authors take
referencing lightly. Simkin and Ropychowd-
hury29 estimate that only 20% of cited
papers were actually read by the citing
authors. Other studies show that between 3
and 60% of all citations have errors, com-
monly over 20%.30 A major part of the
citations might be chosen for convenience
rather than for appropriateness.31 Perfunc-
tory references can make up 25%32 or more,
with some authors considering up to 100%
of their citations as non-essential.33 As
Thorne23 showed more than 30 years ago:
‘The whole process of citing references is
very idiosyncratic and a reflection of author
biases.’ This has not changed.34

Citation counts are influenced also by the
author’s research environment and the

author’s publishing philosophy, both of
which may not relate to research quality.
Authors working in prolific labs with many
simultaneous, related projects receive a
higher number of citations, as do authors
who practise salami-slicing strategies, pro-
ducing as many papers in as short a time
possible from the same subject, leading to a
high number of author self-citations.24

Within the limited pool of journals con-
sidered by the Science Citation Index1,35–37

impact factor, and citations counts in gen-
eral, clearly show the attention that a partic-
ular journal or an individual author attracts,
respectively, but they are weak indicators of
scientific quality. Patterson and Harris38

recently showed a low but statistically signi-
ficant correlation between citations and
quality score determined by independent
experts. However, it would be premature,
and also inductive reasoning, to assume that
this result drawn from three volumes of the
journal Physics in Medicine and Biology indi-
cates a universal law. A study comparing
citation counts with peer assessments in the
British Research Assessment Exercise39 has
shown that in many disciplines, citations
counts are a weak proxy for peer assess-
ments. This points to a fundamental prob-
lem with citation analysis as a measurement
of scientific quality. Citation counts first and
foremost indicate the attention an author
receives. Attention is a suitable performance
indicator, although inferior to quality.

It is even more problematic to use jour-
nal-targeted metrics such as impact factors
to judge the quality of single authors. The
journal impact factor was introduced, and
remains useful, as a means of quantifying the
interest created by journals. Applying it as
proxy for the quality of individual authors is
both misleading and unethical as it has been
clearly explained in the literature, and
should by now be widely understood, that
the journal impact factor is largely unsuit-
able for that purpose.17,40–43 The impact
factor is an arithmetic mean of the citation
rates of all authors of a particular journal
during a two-year period, with an extremely
high standard deviation, and relies on a
biased and incomplete database.1,35–37 A
comment by Eugene Garfield is pertinent
here:44 ‘The source of much anxiety about
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Journal Impact Factors (JIF) comes from
their misuse in evaluating individuals. . . . I
have always warned against this practice.’

As long as auditors or panels use unsuit-
able performance indicators and bluntly rely
on journal impact factors as a ‘stamp of
approval for hiring and promotions’ of indi-
viduals,3 I see nothing unethical if authors
and journals try to increase this factor –
given that it is largely meaningless in this
context. Let’s face it: the journal impact fac-
tor shows the attention a journal receives,
nothing more. It is a suitable indicator for
libraries to which journals to subscribe and
for reference organs such as Current Contents
or Biological Abstracts on which journals to
report. It was invented for this reason and
serves this purpose well.45

It is the duty of a responsible editor to
increase not only the quality of his/her jour-
nal, but also raise the awareness of and the
interest in the journal. It would be unfair to
authors and disloyal to publishers if an editor
did not act in this direction.

When I was an editor of Systematic Ento-
mology, I informed authors about papers in
press or recently published that related to
their work and suggested citation, if they
consider it appropriate. I do not consider
this unethical but rather a service to authors
who may be unaware of very recently pub-
lished material or papers in press. The editor
of a journal is particularly aware of the
papers published in that journal, whereas
the author is more aware of his/her own pub-
lications and the publications of close
colleagues, and those of enemies.

It would be unethical for editors to insist
on an increased number of journal self-cita-
tions, in decreasing citations of competing
journals, or indeed consider journal self-cita-
tions in their decisions as to whether or not
to accept a paper. It would be unethical, but
not because it increases the impact factor,
but because it interferes with the author’s
freedom and responsibilities and gives mar-
keting priority over scholarship, respectively.
It is probably unethical to solicit reviews
with the main focus of papers of their own
journal, because scientific relevance is
unlikely to be concentrated in only one jour-
nal. However, it is not unethical, and is even
a matter of caretaking for their own journal

and for their authors, if editors bring to
authors’ attention papers from their own
journal.
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