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News

. Research Letter from:... A Czech pivnice (pub)

Beer Is Bad

By our corresponding author, Pavel Opily Védec

can claim the world’s highest level per capita of beer
consumption. Here in the Czech Republic, some of us
like nothing better than finishing a hard day in the laborato-
ry with a few beers. Unfortunately, one of our colleagues, Dr
Tomas Grim, has now seen fit to mix work and play by bringing
the beady eye of scientific research to our beer table.
“A possible role of social activity to explain differences
in publication output among ecologists.” It sounds innocent
enough but behind the apparently innocuous title of his arti-
cle in the research journal, Oikos (vol. 117(4): 484-487), Tomas
Grim, a behavioural ecologist at the Palacky University in Cen-
tral Moravia, has correlated — negatively — annual beer con-
sumption with the production of scientific papers per researcher
and their citation numbers.

Na zdravi, fellow scientists! At 157 litres a year, Czechs

The more beer, the less papers

His explanation: “One of the most common social activi-
ties in the world is alcohol consumption. In Europe, this is most-
ly in the form of beer drinking. I chose to test the effect of alco-
hol consumption on scientific performance because this hypoth-
esis leads to unequivocal predictions. This is because it is well
known that alcoholic drinks negatively affect human cognitive
capabilities that are critical for any physical and mental perfor-
mance not to speak of such a demanding activity as producing
high quality science.”

Now, Dr Grim normally looks at birds. His previous research
includes a study entitled “How to hatch from an egg of great
structural strength. A study of the common cuckoo”
and evolutionary puzzles such as “why hosts of par- f‘
asitic birds discriminate finely against alien eggs, -
but almost never against parasitic chicks.”

This time, however, he has turned his atten-
tion to a sadly neglected sub-species: Czech avian
evolutionary biologists and behavioural ecologists
“who have published at least one paper in a peer-
reviewed journal listed by the Web of Science and
published outside the Czech Republic during the
last two decades.” Of the 38 members of this distin-
guished group, Dr Grim’s study obtained a healthy
89% successful response rate. Unlike the birds
though, he could directly ask his 34 new experi-
mental subjects their age and publication records
and how many glasses or bottles of beer they drink
per week.

However, the paper doesn’t allow us to scrutinise Grim’s raw
data since he has “Box-Cox transformed” it to protect his sourc-
es, “thus neither the output score nor the consumption score
values enable the identification of particular persons includ-
ed in this research”. Instead we are presented with the “results
of minimal adequate regression models with beer consumption
(litres per year) as a fixed effect and respective publication pa-
rameter as a response variable,” i.e. lots of processed stats.

In his introduction, Dr Grim had already, “predicted nega-
tive correlations between beer consumption and several mea-
sures of scientific performance.” And sure enough, “I show that
increasing per capita beer consumption is associated with low-
er numbers of papers, total citations, and citations per paper (a
surrogate measure of paper quality).”

Moravia versus Bohemia — beer is bad but then is wine
good?

And how about wine?

To reinforce his point, he regionalised his analysis, “Gener-
ally, inhabitants of Bohemia (western region of the Czech Re-
public) are known to drink more beer than people from Moravia
(eastern region of the country). This difference was confirmed
for my sample of researchers: researchers from Bohemia drank
significantly more beer per capita per year (median 200.0 litres)
than those from Moravia (median 37.5 litres). Therefore, I pre-
dicted lower measures of publication output for the former in
comparison to latter group of researchers. Indeed, researchers
from Bohemia published fewer papers per year, were less cited
per year, and showed lower citation rate per paper per year.”

Although Dr Grim reassuringly states that, “there is no evi-
dence for discrimination in funding support against research-
ers from Bohemia (personal inquiry at the Grant Agency of the
Czech Republic)”, he fails to mention that Moravia is a wine
producing and consuming region and that lower beer consump-
tion may mask different patterns of alcohol consumption among
avian ecologists. This notwithstanding, he concludes that, “beer
drinking may negatively influence publication out-
put not only at individual but also at regional level.”

In fact, “These correlations are consistent with
the possibility that leisure time social activities
might influence the quality and quantity of scientif-
ic work and may be potential sources of publication
and citation biases.”

Dr Grim cheerfully told the UK’s Daily Telegraph
that he had received favourable responses from
more than 30 scientists, including one which nice-
ly summed up his main aim, “I find your study fas-
cinating because it is so rare to see anyone willing
to analyse what probably has the greatest impact on
research results, namely ourselves and our own be-
haviour as researchers.” Which might lead one to
wonder about Dr Grim’s personal habits.

But don’t worry, Dr Grim qualifies the discussion of his re-
sults by stating that, “although the current study is based on a
limited sample (i.e. researchers from a single country focusing
on a single scientific discipline) and is correlational in nature, it
is important to stress that the majority of exploratory evolution-
ary biology and behavioural ecology studies are also based on
data from a single population of a single study species”.

Seen in that light, 'm surprised that researchers from these
fields aren’t drinking more!





