Perspectives on Psychological
Science

http://pps.sagepub.com/

The Psychology of Referencing in Psychology Journal Articles
Martin A. Safer and Rong Tang
Perspectives on Psychological Science 2009 4: 51
DOI: 10.1111/j.1745-6924.2009.01104.x

The online version of this article can be found at:
http://pps.sagepub.com/content/4/1/51

Published by:
®SAGE

http://www.sagepublications.com

On behalf of:

QS

P5YCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Association For Psychological Science

Additional services and information for Perspectives on Psychological Science can be found at:
Email Alerts: http://pps.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
Subscriptions: http://pps.sagepub.com/subscriptions
Reprints: http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav

Permissions: http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav

Downloaded from pps.sagepub.com at UNIV OF ILLINOIS URBANA on August 18, 2010


http://pps.sagepub.com/
http://pps.sagepub.com/content/4/1/51
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://www.psychologicalscience.org
http://pps.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://pps.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://pps.sagepub.com/

as

A JOURNAL OF

‘THE ASSOCIATION FOR
PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

PERSPECTIVES ON PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Issues in Publishing, Editing, and Reviewing

The Psychology of Referencing in
Psychology Journal Articles

Martin A. Safer' and Rong Tang®

'Catholic University of America and *Graduate School of Library and Information Science, Simmons College

ABSTRACT—Citation statistics can affect major profes-
stonal decisions, but little is known about how important a
particular reference is to the citing document. We asked 49
psychologists to rate the importance of every reference in
their own empirical paper and to indicate the primary
citation reason. References cited for conceptual ideas or to
Jjustify methods and data analyses were regarded as more
important than references cited for general background,
limitations, or future research. The location, frequency,
and length of a citation predicted its importance, but such
relationships were weaker for self-citations. We make
suggestions about referencing for authors, editors, and
bibliographic database designers.

A common quantitative measure of the quality of a research
paper is how frequently it is cited. Citation counts can be used to
evaluate individual researchers for hiring, promotion, and
awarding grants and prizes, as well as to evaluate the research
quality of larger units, such as academic departments, research
institutes, and even nations. Citation analyses can inform de-
cisions about areas worth funding and about which journals to
purchase. In psychology, citation analysis has been used to
enhance understanding of the intellectual genealogy of ideas,
the development of interdisciplinary and collaborative schol-
arship, and the relationship of psychology to other disciplines
(e.g., Cacioppo, 2007; Roediger, 2006).

Despite the potential importance of citation analysis for major
issues in academic psychology, there are only a few studies in
which psychologists were asked to indicate why they cited
particular references. Shadish, Tolliver, Gray, and Gupta (1995)
asked journal authors to indicate their reasons for citing a ran-
domly selected reference in their article. A key finding was that
highly cited works were considered exemplars for a genre of
studies in a field. However, making judgments about only one
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reference in an article minimizes the impact of context effects,
as the decision to cite a given reference depends in part on the
other references in the citing document. Moreover, the journal
authors in Shadish et al. were not asked to evaluate the impor-
tance of the reference for their specific article.

In contrast, we (Tang & Safer, 2008) randomly selected 49
recently published empirical articles in psychology from sci-
ence/social-science citation databases and asked the lead au-
thors to rate every reference in their own article for its
importance to the research paper and to indicate both the pri-
mary reason for citing that reference and their relationship, if
any, to the author of the reference. (We also queried authors of 50
randomly selected biology articles. The data are similar but are
not discussed here.) We correlated importance ratings with
various textual features of the citation, such as how much detail
about the reference was cited in the article, what section of the
paper it was cited in, and how frequently it was cited. Each
article had at least 35 references.

Using a scale of 1 (slightly important) to 7 (absolutely im-
portant), the average rating for citation importance was 4.91 for
psychology. Although participants regarded the cited references
as relatively important to the paper, 80% of citations were listed
only in parentheses, with no mention in the text, and another
11% were barely mentioned in the text. Only 9% of citations
were quoted or had at least one point discussed thoroughly.
Similarly, Adair and Vohra (2003) found that over the past 40
years there has been an explosion in both psychological
knowledge and in the number of cited references in psychology
journal articles. One way that authors increased the number of
references was to group undiscussed citations rather than
elaborate on solitary citations.

On average, Tang and Safer (2008) found that 65% of refer-
ences in psychology articles were cited in the introduction, 17%
in the method section, 7% in the results section, and 25% in the
discussion section. The percentages exceeded 100% because
some references were cited in more than one location. One
characteristic of proper scientific papers is that references are
not just concentrated in the introduction, but are instead dis-
tributed throughout the article, so that “every stage of the doc-
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ument both relies on and relates to the work of others” (Swales,
1990, p. 115).

The location of a cited reference predicted the author’s rated
importance of that reference to the study. References cited in
either the method, results, discussion sections, or both the in-
troduction and discussion sections, all tended to be judged as
more important than references that were cited just once in the
introduction. Citation frequency and various related measures
such as citation length and depth were also positively associated
with the rated importance of that reference for the article.
However, the importance of a cited reference depended in part
on characteristics of other citations in the articles (context ef-
fects). Like the proverbial big fish in a small pond, a reference
cited multiple times was regarded as particularly important for
an article if there were relatively few other references cited
multiple times.

The reason for citing a reference was also related to its judged
importance for the paper. References cited for reasons of con-
ceptual ideas or to justify methods and data analyses were re-
garded as more important than references cited for general
background, limitations, or future research. Here, the context
effect indicated that a reference cited for a conceptual idea was
judged as being particularly important if there were relatively
few other references cited for conceptual ideas.

An author’s relationship to a cited author also predicted that
citation’s judged importance for the paper. Self-citations, in-
cluding citations to a paper by a coauthor, were regarded as more
important than citations to authors who were known only by
reputation or were unknown. There was a particularly interest-
ing interaction involving self-citations. Quantitative character-
istics of a reference, such as the number of times it was cited in
an article, predicted the author’s judgment of importance better
for non-self-citations than for self-citations. Participants judged
their own prior research as very important for the current article
even if they cited it just once and in the introduction. Thus,
the relationship between citation frequency and judged impor-
tance was relatively “magnitude sensitive” for non-self-citations
and relatively “magnitude insensitive” for self-citations. This
finding fits well with psychological research on dual-process,
cognitive, and affective heuristics that individuals use to relate
stimulus magnitude and subjective valuation (Hsee, Rotten-
streich, & Xiao, 2005). Participants seemed to use a calculation-
based process for evaluating the importance of references by
others and a different, more feeling-directed process to evaluate
the importance of their own work.

What are some of the implications of these findings for the
field of psychology? Citing references consumes journal pages
that are then unavailable for other articles. Moreover, a “hy-
percritical manuscript review process” (Adair & Vohra, 2003, p.
18) encourages authors to include more references, particularly
in the introduction, for the sake of credibility and appearance,
rather than for specific substance. For example, we found that
46% of the references described by the authors as being cited for
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“general background” occurred in the introduction. Information
scientists would describe many of these as perfunctory citations
as opposed to organic ones (Moravesik & Murugesan, 1975;
White, 2001). We defined perfunctory citations as those that
occurred just once and in the introduction. Our participants
generally indicated that the primary reason for these perfunctory
citations, which constituted 19% of all citations, was “general
background.” Perhaps the manuscript reviewing process should
discourage overuse of perfunctory citations. For example,
compared with psychology articles, we found that biology arti-
cles had a smaller percentage of their references in the intro-
duction, and they had roughly as many cited references in the
discussion as in the introduction (Tang & Safer, 2008).

Self-citations were generally not perfunctory citations. Our
participants tended to rate self-citations as highly important,
with the primary reasons being to justify conceptual ideas and/or
methodological or quantitative techniques rather than being for
general background or other reasons. Overall, self-citations
were more likely than other citations to be discussed in some
length rather than simply mentioned in the text.

Given that authors do not regard all references as equally im-
portant to their paper, we suggest a more sophisticated method of
counting citations to estimate quality. For example, if an item is
cited only once and only in the introduction, it should be weighted
less than those cited multiple times and in locations such as the
method, results, or discussion sections. Self-citations should be
distinguished from citations to others, but with the knowledge that
authors tend to regard self-citations as being relatively important
regardless of their location and citation frequency.

Our study suggests that citation textual property, such as ci-
tation frequency, treatment, and location, can be useful pre-
dictors of an author’s judgment about that citation’s importance
in a specific article. Currently, bibliographic databases such as
PsycINFO, Science Citation Index, and Social Science Citation
Index support the cited author, cited work, or cited reference
searches. However, what the records provide are limited citation
frequency counts or simply a cited reference list of a given ar-
ticle. We suggest these databases include more citation meta-
data information such as where the citation occurs and how
many time it was cited within a given article. Such a system will
also give CWIC (Citation Words in Context) windows, similar to
KWIC (Keyword in Context), in order to provide users more
information about the role of the citation to the citing document.
Given the potential importance of citation counting in vital in-
dividual and disciplinary decisions, we should try to encourage
the development of the most sensitive and accurate measures of
research quality.
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