
The new millenium commenced with a shock for Europe’s 
immunology community. On 5 June 2000 pharma giant 
Hoffmann-La Roche announced it would close down its 

world-famous Basel Institute of Immunology (BII). For more than 
30 years Roche had been supporting the institute’s self-direct-
ed programme of basic immunology research and had thereby 
helped create what many today remember as a “mecca for immu-
nology” and as an “ideal of a basic research institute”.

Many great discoveries in immunology were achieved at the 
BII, not least documented by the institute’s three Nobel awards. 
Likewise, it became the breeding ground for numerous young sci-
entists most of whom cover leading positions in immunological 
research today. “There are metastases from the institute all over 
the world,” Science quoted former BII member Klaus Karjalainen.

On that particular day in June, Roche announced that it 
would be converting the institute into a centre for genomics re-
search. However, that was only half the truth. At the same time 
Roche took direct control over the institute, thus putting an end 
to its unique example of research culture aiming to provide the 
greatest possible independence for the individual scientist. 

How did Europe’s immunology research recover from that 
“shock”? Our analysis shows that, at least in terms of publication 
and citation numbers, the European performance in immunology 
has maintained its high level throughout the years 2000-2006.

A shock for Europe’s immunology community
Even Switzerland has not yet experienced a major reduction 

since, apparently, the legacy of the BII is still visible to this day. 
This might, in part, be due to the fact that several papers still ap-
peared denoting BII as the corresponding address until long af-
ter its closure. Another possibly more significant factor, however, 
is the relatively high number of BII alumni who, over the years, 
have continued with their projects at various other institutes in 
Switzerland, thereby creating a sustainable impact on Swiss im-
munology, in general. 

Whatever the deeper reasons might be, the fact remains that 
articles, which appeared in immunology journals between 2000 

and 2006 with at least one author from Switzerland, were cited 
most frequently on average when compared to all the other re-
search nations (see “blue” table, p33).

As already indicated, however, this analysis is only restrict-
ed to the performance in the 117 specialist journals listed under 
the category “immunology” in Thomson Scientific’s citation da-
tabase “Web of Science”. Regrettably, we had to exclude multi-
disciplinary journals such as Nature and Science because “Web of 
Science” provides no tools to exclusively extract the immunolo-
gy articles from them with sufficient reliability. Indeed, the most 
prominent papers in the field could thus have been omitted from 
this part of the analysis. However, we believe that the countries’ 
performances in the expert immunology journals suffice to pro-
vide valid indicators for their overall productivity in immunology 
research between 2000 and 2006.

The phalanx of apoptosis researchers
Applying this approach, England emerged as Europe’s 

number one immunology country. Researchers from English in-
stitutes (co-)signed the most articles in immunology journals be-
tween 2000 and 2006 and these articles also collected the most 
citations overall. Their colleagues from Germany, however, fol-
lowed closely on their heels, whereas the gaps to and between the 
following three – France, Italy and the Netherlands – were con-
siderably larger. 

As already mentioned, small Switzerland attained an extraor-
dinary sixth place among the European countries – well-earned 
due to the excellent average ratio of 16.8 citations per article. An-
other “small” country was able to impress in a similar manner by 
its surprisingly high average citation ratio; Ireland (14.2) came in 
second worldwide leaving even the “big” USA (13.5; see “yellow” 
table, p33) behind in third place. France (12.7) and Scotland 
(12.5) followed in fourth and fifth places respectively.

More surprises? Perhaps Spain, which performed consider-
ably weaker when compared to other biomedical disciplines. In-
deed, authors from Spanish institutes were the fifth most fre-
quently mentioned in the immunology journals; however, their 

England is Europe’s number one for overall citations, whereas Switzerland collected the most citations per article. The 
most frequently cited paper comes from Paris, practically just around the corner from Europe’s most cited immunologist.
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