
Publication Analysis 1999-2005

Plant Science

Plant scientists are easy to identify, one might think. That�s 
surely true when comparing them to the sometimes rath-
er colourful variety of people gathered under the umbrellas 

of certain other biodisciplines. Okay, plant scientists do not only 
work in explicit plant science institutes; you�ll find them in bio-
chemistry, genetics and developmental biology institutes as well, 
although that doesn�t matter. Actually, you only have to check 
which organism each researcher uses for her or his experiments � 
and you�ll easily filter out the plant scientists. 

Well, that certainly makes sense. Nevertheless, you might still 
encounter a problem or two. What to do for example with the 
structural biologist who particularly likes to pick photosynthet-
ic membrane proteins for his NMR studies? Or the computation-
al biologist who has just co-published a couple of software tools 
designed for the analysis of plant genome sequences? Are they 
�plant scientists�?

We said �no� for two main reasons. Firstly, we think that those 
people don�t place their main research focus on understanding
plants but rather on understanding proteins or gene structures 
or on genome analysis as examples. The second, more practical, 
reason follows directly from this �shift of focus�. These research-
ers usually do not publish the majority of their papers in plant sci-
ence journals. This means that they want their results to be dis-
cussed by another species of bioscientists at first hand � and dem-
onstrates that they don�t regard themselves as belonging to the 
plant science community.

Understanding plants not proteins
These considerations, however, will show their importance 

when listing the most-cited authors and papers in European 
plant science (see table, page 36). They don�t have much influ-
ence when analysing and comparing the national performances 
in plant science. 

For this latter purpose we took the specialist plant science 
journals included in the Thomson Scientific �Web of Science� ci-
tation database as a data source. Regrettably, we had to exclude 
from the analysis multidisciplinary journals such as Nature and 

Science because �Web of Science� provides no tools to exclusive-
ly extract from them the plant science articles with sufficient reli-
ability. Indeed, the most prominent papers in the field might thus 
have been omitted from this part of the analysis. However, we be-
lieve that their performance in the specialist journals leads to a 
feasible comparison between countries� productivity in plant sci-
ence.

Now that the principles are clear, let�s take a look at the re-
sults. Germany, a country with a particularly rich tradition in 
plant science, is still on top in Europe. German authors co-signed 
more than 9,200 articles in plant science journals between 1999 
and 2005. These articles in turn gave them the highest overall 
number of citations in Europe, namely more than 92,000.

England achieves the highest average value
England in second place, a traditional leader in plant research 

as well, �only� produced 6,200 articles between 1999 and 2005 � 
3,000 less than Germany. However, the gap between the two con-
siderably narrows when comparing citation numbers: more than 
80,000 citations for England�s plant scientists. Thus, it�s clear that 
England outperforms Germany when it comes to finally calculat-
ing the average number of citations per article: England 12.94 
versus 9.97 for Germany. 

In fact, in this category England achieved the highest value 
of all European countries, immediately followed by Switzerland 
(12.80). Behind those two a little gap opens up before the next 
six countries who still perform with citations per article ratios of 
more than 10: Scotland (10.82), Wales (10.76), the Netherlands 
(10.46), Sweden (10.31), France (10.27) and Belgium (10.07). 

Moreover, when compared to the analyses of other biomedi-
cal research disciplines in earlier issues of Lab Times, surprising-
ly high rankings by overall numbers of citations resulted for Spain 
(4th), Wales (14th) and the Czech Republic (16th). Italy (7th) 
comes off worse than usual; Ireland and Turkey this time didn�t 
make it into the top twenty at all.

Altogether European plant scientists held a rather big lead 
over their US colleagues for the publication period 1999-2005 

Germany is the the leading country in European plant science by publication performance. 
Most-cited is research on RNA interference, a field where many felt that the particular achievements of plant 
scientists were overlooked for last year�s medicine Nobel.


