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Recendy we’ve reported on the
most-cited papers written in I !s71 and
1972.1.2 A similar list of 1970 papers

aPPears ‘n P%es 7-8.
The papers arc interesting not only

for the historical information concern-
ing research during 1970, but perhaps.
more so for what they tell us about
laboratory research right now. These
1970 papers were heavily cited shortly
after publication. Apparently, early
heavy citation of such ‘breakthrough’
contributions is not inhibited as with
most papers by the effects of publica-
tion time-lags.

The significance of such break-
through papers becomes even clearer
within one or two years after ublica-

?tion, as shown in the list o papers
which follows. In almost all cases, cita-
tions of a “1970 paper heavily cited in
1970” increase to a peak within two

or three years. For example, the paper
by Roeder and Rutter on nucleolar
and nucleoplasmic RNA polymerases
(no. 15) was cited 25 times in 1970,
44 in 1971, 61 in 1972, and (an extra-
polated) 88 in 1973.

With few exceptions, references to
all the papers increased in number dur-

ing 1971 and 1972. Based on data for
the first nine months of 1973, we have
extrapolated the full 1973 citation

rate.3 In eleven cases an increase will

have been sustained. Almost all of the
eleven concern cellular protein and
nucleic acid biochemistry. (Biochem-
istry is the subject of 22 out of 30
papers on the list. Five come from

physics, and 3 from medicine. )
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The paper by F.J. Gilman et aL,
(no. 30) on helicity conservation in
diffraction scattering seemed to hit the
jackpot among physicists in 1971, but
reference to it declined in 1972, and the
decline has continued in 1973. It
would be interesting to determine the
reason for the decline. Has the paper
already been superseded by subsequent
advances? Undoubtedly this is true for
the paper by Sanders & Williams (no.
14) on a shift reagent for NMR
spectroscopy.

This list shows again that ‘break-
throughs’ in chemistry and physics will
show up though research publication is
disproportionately ‘biased’ toward the
life sciences. Thus, the paper by Mueller
on single-particle spectra, and the paper
by Sanders & Williams on the shift
reagent stand high in the list.

There is some concern that analysis
of this kind, and lists of this kind, do
not do justice to important papers in
particular fields, e.g., geophysics. [n

the near future, I will sin IC out the
fpapers most cited in t e journal

of Ceoph ysical Research, among oth ers.
Clearly, it is not either ‘fair,’ or truly
‘informative’ in regard to particular

spccialtics, to make comparison across
fields on the basis of citation frequency
alone. As far as citation analysis goes,
we must determine ‘best of breed’ as
well as ‘best in show.’ When we do, se
called narrow disciplines and apparent-
ly slow-moving disciplines like mathe-
matics will prove to have their annual
stellar citation attractions. If you are a
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member of a committee that must
select award-winning papers, you might
do well to consider the use of such
field-specific data. Middleton has re-
cently prepared an interesting paper on

this subject in the field of sedimentary
petrol ogy.4

The same kind of data is being used
by editors of certain journals to com-
pile lists of papers from their journals
worthy of republication. While a super-
classic may not have much effect on
current research, it should of necessity
be of historical interest to the younger

f
eneration, who may otherwise have
lttlc opportunity to appreciate the

author’s contribution.
A growing nostafgia of sorts is evi-

dent in many current fads--for example,
television commercials proclaim the
availability of collected musical ‘hits’,

~ Garfield, E. Were the t972 papers most
“ cltcd in 1972 the most significant?

Crcrrerrt Conte}tfs No 42, 17 October 1973,
pp. 5-7.
~ . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . The 25 most cited 1971

“ papers reveal a great deal about research
in 1971. Current Contents No. 44, 31
C)ctober 1973, pp. 5.8.
3. These eleven articles arc asterisked in

the list on pages 7-8. As discussed in a
previous editorial (reference 1, above), the
earlier a paper is published during a parti-
cular year, obviously the better its chance of
being cited that same year. Of the eleven
articles among the 30 listed whose frequency
of citation will sustain an incrcasc during
1973 (on the basis of extrapolation of the
January-September 1973 data given in the
list), eight were published in June of 1970
or thereafter, and were cited only once or
not at all during 1970. [t may be, therefore,
because of date of publication in 1970, that
these eight have not yet

r
caked as most

other papers on the list. O the eleven, the
three remaining, all published early in 1970

the golden oldies, from the 30’s, the
40’s, the SO’s, what have you. Citation
analysis of earlier decades has a dif-
ferent purpose, but it would. ncverthe-
Iess, be intcrestin to go back and see
what theories an f methods enjoyed a
vogue in this or that decade only there-
after to drop from ‘cite’. Perhaps there
may be some such thing as scientific
nostalgia. s But whatever you call it, it

concerns science historians. For this
reason, among others, 1S1 Q is now

studying the need for a Scierrce Cita-

tion Index o covering the period 1900-
1960. The outcome will depend upon

the support we can find among scien-
tists, historians, librarians, and ad-
ministrators. If this prospect excites
you as it does me, please let me hear
from you.

and hcavdy c]ted In 1970, may bc the ones
to watch (Rocdcr & Ruttcr, no. 15; Raffet
CC1., no, 16; and Kcdingcr et a/,, no. 26).
Th,]r clratlorl frequency should have peaked
by now, all things bclng equal, but it con-
ttnucs co rise.
4 Mtddlcton, C;. V, Citation patterns of

“ papers publ,sbcd in the Journal of Sedi-
mcrrtary Petrology. J. Secfimerrf, Petrol., in
press for March 1974. Department of Geol-
ogy, McMastcr University, Hamilton 16,
Ontario LftS 4M 1, Canada.
~ This sort nf research would certainly not

“ bc without value or interest. What reasons
would one find for disappearance of papers
most cited in the 30’s or 40’s? Were tl]ey
absorbed into tllc general body of knowledge
so as no Iongcr to require explicit citation?
Did their subjects prove to be t7ivial aths

?not worth tracing further, or (a very djf crcnt
rnattcr) cut-de-sacs whose dead-end walls
were built by lack of funds, lack of ncccs-
sary knowledge or technology, a switch in
interest or priority, etc. ? How often would
one find that basic error was involved?
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The Thirty 1970 Papers Most Cited From 1970-1973.

Citations
Total
l/70-

)9/73

456

431

371

461

313

282

276’

251

227

223

218

214

214

204

196

194

R;
mm
. .

41 168

43152

1 115

0 34

0 72

0 65

1 39

0 46

13 111

0 56

0 71

16 71

2 87

16 76

25 44

14 53

~ Jan. -Sept.
m

1973
143

145

134

132

146

121

94

95

58

109

75

78

66

81

61

63

104

91

121

195

95

96

142

110

45

58

72

49

59

31

66

64
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*In the case of these papers, if the number of Jan. -Sept. 73 citations is extrapolated to a fcdl
twelve months, their citation frequency is seen to be stifl on the rise. See item 3 among the
references for possible significance of this continuing increase.
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