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Don’t be misled by citation figures! (20)

The Far East -
Get to Know the Unknown

hen Yang was actually very pleased. Compared to other research nations, Chi-

nese science had substantially caught up in recent years. This wasn’t exactly a sur-

prise since, after all, a lot had been invested — especially in biomedicine: new cut-
ting-edge research centres were established, ambitious projects were successfully accom-
plished and, particularly in genomics, China had meanwhile occupied a top position.

In Western countries, this was already being recognised: much new collaboration
was established, and, increasingly, Chinese scientists were invited to speak at interna-
tional conferences or sit on the editorial boards of US and European research journals.
Thus, it seemed only logical that, at the same time, more and more “Chinese” papers
were being published in “Western” journals.

Things were running very smoothly. However, there
was one particular exception, an especially bitter issue
which left Chen Yang with a nasty taste in his mouth:
the citation rates of Chinese researchers and the im-
pact factors of Chinese journals. One would think that
at least the Chinese articles in international journals
ought to be cited properly. But no! When “in doubt”,
the Europeans and Americans always found one of
“their own” to include in their reference lists. Chen
Yang had already published a correspondence letter in
Nature about this issue, including concrete examples,
but he knew that it was unlikely to change anything. Af-
ter all, he couldn’t dictate to anyone whom they should
quote.

However, Yang was even more annoyed by the way
the Chinese journals were treated. In the meantime,
there were many publications around and many Chi-
nese researchers published absolute top results. This,
of course, was fully intended because the rise of Chinese research should also be reflect-
ed in the quality of their journals. As a medium-term goal, some Chinese journals should
even establish themselves among the top international journals.

Sure, the language was a problem. The logical attempt to circumvent this had been
to present an additional “English edition” of the most important journals. However, what
then happened as a direct result, caused Chen Yang to hit the roof: not only the fact that
many Chinese journals weren’t even included in the US-European publication and cita-
tion databases — no, but in the case of the “select” few, the Chinese and the English ver-
sions of one and the same journal were almost always treated as two separate maga-
zines! The consequence was clear: the “real” impact factors of these journals were falsely
split into two considerably lower figures.

A particularly blatant example was the Chinese Journal of Geophysics. For historical
reasons, the Chinese version still appeared under the name Diqgiu Wuli Xuebao. Further-
more, before adopting the current name, the English version had been published as Acta
Geophysica Sinica for a considerable length of time. The “database people” didn’t recog-
nise any of these facts — the result being that last year they attributed only 13 citations
to the Chinese Journal of Geophysics. Chen Yang decided to check this and his team final-
ly tracked a total of more than 2,000 citations — most of them, of course, from other Chi-
nese journals.

The vast majority of other Chinese journals had faced a similar fate, as Yang and his
team revealed. With this devastating knowledge, China’s next prestigious publication
project was already in the pipeline: The Chinese Journal of Biomedicine. Of course, as a
Chinese and an English edition. But Yang already had his letters to the database manag-
ers, as well as to Nature and Science, in the top drawer... RALF NEUMANN
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