COMMENTARY

How Come Scientists Uncritically Adopt and Embody
Thomson’s Bibliographic Impact Factor?

Miguel Porta® and Carlos Alvarez-Darde

Abstract: The bibliographic impact factor (BIF) of Thomson Sci-
entific is sometimes not a valid scientometric indicator for a number
of reasons. One major reason is the strong influence of the number of
“source items” or “articles” for each journal that the company chooses
each year as BIF’s denominator. The irresistible fascination with (and
picturesque uses of) a construct as scientifically weak as BIF are simple
reminders that scientists are embedded in and embody culture.

(Epidemiology 2008;19: 370-371)

We write from Chamberi, Spain. The city has a brain
irritability factor (BIF) of 3.8, which is pretty good;
such value can hardly be why Thomson et al excluded our city
from the hypothetical study submitted to EpEmioLoGy." The
problem is that Chamberi’s BIF is unknown to the Thomson
Corporation. Other cities with relevant BIFs (such as Kyoto,
Berlin, or Rio de Janeiro) are also underrepresented in Thom-
son’s database, thus making the results flawed through a not-so-
subtle mechanism: cultural bias. Although Miguel Hernan co-
gently argues against using Thomson’s bibliographic impact
factor (BIF) to rank journals,' he uses examples of journals with
the highest BIF—no doubt to illustrate that even we critics use
Thomson’s rankings.> * BIFs mesmerize scientists.

We agree with Hernan and others on the poor account-
ability, validity and performance of BIF when used to at-
tribute scientific or symbolic value to a journal, author or
paper. And we support his call against use of the BIF by the
epidemiologic community: yes, biases are large in most cases
and uses.>>® This is clear when one rationally assesses
Thomson’s (partly opaque) methods and data.

One problem with BIF stems from the opportunity of
observation: only some journals count as sources of citations.
Criteria to select such journals are nontransparent and biased.
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While some journals’ references counted right from issue 1,
it took years for other journals (as EPIDEMIOLOGY) to count.>>
An even stronger reason why BIF is often not a valid
scientometric indicator is the extreme influence of the number
of “source items” or “articles” chosen as BIF’s denomina-
tor.” Virtually nobody knows what those articles are, or
how Thomson decides each year BIF’s denominator for
each of several thousand journals. Citations to articles
excluded from the denominator of BIF are counted in the
numerator.” ¢ Hence, BIF is the simple mean of a logically
incoherent ratio. It is a lesser concern— but still relevant—
that values of the ratio follow a highly skewed distribution.

BIF does not apply to virtually any article published in
a journal (for elementary statistical reasons), nor to the
journal as a whole (for validity and conceptual reasons). If
you wish to know Thomson’s “bibliographic impact” for a
journal you may look at the total number of citations received
by the articles published by that journal. At least that number
of citations is not influenced by the number of “source items”
chosen as BIF’s denominator. Of course, such number of
citations is influenced by the number of articles published by
the journal. But so what, if the journal is your unit of
analysis? Also, there should be no need to restrict your
analysis to citations received over the previous 2 years; you
may want to choose a period that is more appropriate for your
field and research question. If you wish to know the “biblio-
graphic impact” of an article, just look at the total number of
citations received by the article; Thomson’s and other data-
bases are useful for this.* If you wish to know the “biblio-
graphic impact” of an individual or an institution, use the
number of citations received by publications coauthored by
the individual or by people working at that institution. You
just need to adjust for relevant factors (data source, specialty,
half-life, of article citations, numbers of journals and re-
searchers in the field, coauthors, time periods). Finally, let us
remember that nothing can substitute for reading, and for
thinking both inwards and towards the wider context.>*’

The irresistible fascination with (and picturesque uses
of) a construct so scientifically weak as BIF are simple
reminders that scientists are embedded in and embody cul-
ture.®” We are vain and contradictory human beings too—as
shown by our references below.
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