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On the use of the number of citations in journals to
evaluate Science — short-term citations, particularly

Sobre o uso do ndmero de citages em periddicos para avaliar Ciéncia — em especial, citagdes
de curto prazo

One of the most appreciated procedures for evaluation in the scientific field in Brazil,
particularly in biomedicine, is the use of number of citations by a journal in the short term.
Recently, while evaluating graduate programs, the field “Nutrition” at CAPES adopted citations
by scientific journals over the past two years as a main reference — or the only one - to determine
the value of publications of researchers working in this field, which has plenty of researchers with
master’s and doctoral degrees and produces a wide range of knowledge.

For some time now, there has been a large degree of criticism to these procedures, which take
specific metrics to establish who has more or less value in the Brazilian graduate system - who
will receive a greater or lesser score and, consequently, more or less funds, more or less scientific
capital. Various proposals are being presented by different research sectors in the pursuit of new
perspectives for such assessments, because it is expected that they will be adopted with the due
emphasis.

While these rules remain, some studies have reported very interesting results, reinforcing the
above-mentioned arguments. It is the case of the post by Lilian Nassi-Calo' on the blog “SciELo
em Perspectiva”, under the title “A miopia dos indicadores bibliométricos” (“The myopia of
bibliometric indicators”)®. The author advocates the idea that, in the face of a large number of
researchers, projects, papers and the like that have to be considered, bibliometric indicators make
the work of evaluators easier by making them simple (or simplistic). This path includes the assessed
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researchers as well, when they share those values and even reinforce them. In the words of the
author, “The use of bibliometric indicators for evaluation of science is a ubiquitous practice, despite
the fact that there is no clear link between citations and quality, impact or scientific merit”. This
is further pronounced “When one approaches innovation - an inherent characteristic of scientific
research - [where] the link is even more disconnected.”

The researcher presents results of an article published in the journal “Nature” by Stephan and
colleagues®, which hypothesized that excessive use of citations in the past 2 or 3 years does not
favor, or even discourages, the publication of innovative studies. Nassi-Calo says:

[..] the authors analyzed citations in the Web of Science of more than 660 thousand papers published
between 2001-2015, categorized as research with high, moderate, and no degree of innovation. As a proxy
for degree of innovation, the researchers assessed the list of references of the papers in search of unusual
patterns of combination. In this analysis, the authors concluded that highly innovative papers take longer
to be cited in comparison to moderately innovative and non-innovative papers. Among highly innovative
papers, there were two types of behavior: either they were very frequently cited papers - citations began to
increase after 3-4 years and continued to increase until 15 years after publication - or they were ignored,
in comparison to papers with no degree of innovation. However, it should be noted that within 3 years
after publication, the likelihood that a highly innovative paper would rank among the 1% most cited
papers was lower than the probability for articles with no degree of innovation. Therefore, the authors
concluded that the current research evaluation system underestimates works that may have a high impact
in long-term assessment. It is also important to stress that papers which proved to have a high impact in

the course of time were published in lesser-impact-factor journals.

The words of Stephan’s team illustrate the adverse consequences of using these evaluation
procedures, focused on citation indicators, particularly the short-term ones: “[...] the more we are
linked to short-term bibliometric indicators, the less we can reward research with a high potential
to go beyond borders - as well as those who do such research.”

At the end of her post, she makes some recommendations aimed at researchers, development
agencies, reviewers, editors and universities, and stresses the importance and need for effective
recovery of quantitative and qualitative perspectives so as to avoid punishing propositions which
have a greater potential to widen the horizons of science.
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