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Abstract 

 

Objective – To compare the impact and ageing 

of conference proceedings with that of scientific 

literature in general, as reflected in citation 

characteristics.  

 

Design – Citation analysis. 

 

Setting – Thomson’s Science Citation Index, 

Social Science Citation Index, and Arts and 

Humanities Citation Index (CD-ROM version). 

 

Subjects – Conference proceedings citations. 

 

Methods – The Thomson citation indexes were 

searched to identify all citations to conference 

proceedings in natural sciences and engineering 

(NSE) and social sciences and humanities (SSH) 

from 1980 to 2005. Keywords in English, 

Spanish, Italian and German, truncated terms 

(such as ‘bienn’), single letters (such as P), and 

numbers were combined to retrieve all possible 

citations. Additional filters to exclude citations 

to publications other than proceedings were 

applied to the P search results, which had 

accounted for 75% of the total results. The 

references remaining in the P search set were 

validated using Google Scholar and WorldCat.  

Finally, two random samples of 1,000 references 

were checked manually to determine the extent 
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of false positives and false negatives in the 

results.  

 

Main Results – The study’s findings are 

presented for NSE and SSH separately, with 

1.7% of NSE citations and 2.5% of SSH citations 

referring to conference proceedings. The total 

number of citations to proceedings has increased 

over the period 1980-2005, however, citations to 

proceedings in NSE and SSH as a proportion of 

all citations decreased during this time. A small 

increase in the average number of proceedings 

citations per paper was found for NSE and SSH. 

When this increase is compared to the overall 

increase in references per paper over this period, 

the share of proceedings citations per paper has 

decreased. Of all fields in NSE and SSH, only 

engineering has increased the proportion of 

proceedings citations, rising from 7% to 10% in 

the period studied. In 2005, the share of 

proceedings citations in NSE (excluding 

engineering) was below 3%, and for SSH it was 

below 1.5%.  

 

The share of proceedings citations varies across 

different fields within NSE and SSH. 

Engineering fields and computer science range 

from around 5% (general engineering) to 19.6% 

(computers) in the share of proceedings 

citations, with only five of the 109 NSE fields 

having 10% or more as a share of proceedings 

citations. SSH has only one field (ergonomics, 

7.6%) with a share of proceedings citations over 

5%. Transport studies has a share of proceedings 

just under 5%, followed by the field information 

science & library science with proceedings 

citations at 3.3%. 

 

In relation to the ageing characteristics of 

proceedings citations overall, the findings show 

a median age of 4.0 years compared with 6.1 

years for citations to literature in general. The 

difference between the age of NSE cited 

proceedings and NSE cited literature in general 

had decreased during the period specified. In 

1980, the median age of NSE cited proceedings 

was 6.3 years compared with 9.3 years for NSE 

citations to literature in general. In 2005, the 

median ages were 8.4 years and 10.1 years, 

respectively. The median age of SSH cited 

proceedings in 2005 was 10.3 years, compared 

with 14.2 years for all SSH cited literature. Cited 

literature in general is older for SSH (14.2 years) 

than NSE (10.1 years), but the age difference 

between proceedings cited in the two discipline 

areas is almost half this. A number of fields in 

NSE (such as physics, chemistry, and 

engineering) indicate a greater difference 

between the age of cited proceedings and 

literature in general, while for others (such as 

biology and biomedical research) the ageing 

characteristics are similar. In SSH, the difference 

between age of cited proceedings and literature 

in general is greater. Fine arts and psychology 

proceedings citations are 43% younger than 

citations to literature in general; literature cited 

proceedings are 42% younger, and social 

sciences 31% younger. Humanities are an 

exception, with cited proceedings only 11% 

younger than citations to literature in general.  

 

Conclusion – Only 2% of all citations are to 

conference proceedings in NSE and SSH 

combined; a proportion that has declined over 

the 25-year period studied. While there was an 

increase in the average number of (all) citations 

per paper during this time, proceedings citations 

per paper have seen only a very slight increase. 

These findings are true of all fields studied, with 

the exception of engineering-related fields 

which have enjoyed an increase of over 2% in 

proceedings citations in the period studied. The 

results also indicate the importance of 

proceedings in the field of computers. The 

authors speculate that in these fields, 

proceedings are regarded as ‚more than just 

prototypes, but rather as the final products of 

scientific research.‛ Due to the higher 

proportion of proceedings citations in 

engineering and computer science fields, they 

should be considered for analysis in bibliometric 

studies.   

 

Despite arriving at this conclusion, the authors 

suggest that computer scientists might consider 

publishing their papers through channels other 
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than conference proceedings to ‚maximize their 

scientific impact [original italics].‛ They support 

this statement by noting that although 

proceedings citations in computer science 

represent 20% of total citations, a study of 

Australian computer science research output 

(Butler) found proceedings comprise over 60% 

of all publications in computer science. The 

authors suggest that the difference between the 

proportion of proceeding published and the 

proportion of proceedings cited indicate that 

their ‚scientific impact does not seem to be all 

that important.‛ 

 

In all fields, proceedings are cited sooner after 

publication and they cease to be cited earlier 

than literature in general. These results indicate 

that proceedings deliver more current 

information and cutting edge research findings 

than literature in general. The differences 

between ageing of proceedings citations and of 

literature in general lead the authors to conclude 

that ‚conference proceedings serve different 

functions and have different life cycles 

depending on the community they serve.‛ 

 

 

Commentary 

 

Conference proceedings play an important role 

in some fields, yet intuitively, perhaps 

stemming from our own citation practices, they 

seem less important as a source of information 

to reference. This study confirms that 

perception. It used exhaustive and sophisticated 

search strategies to identify citations and is the 

first study to examine the share of citations that 

proceedings receive across all fields. Researchers 

wishing to conduct a similar study would be 

well-served to note the methods used. The 

findings indicate that proceedings’ citations 

differ between fields, but overall, the proportion 

is low and has declined during the period 1980 

to 2005. Interestingly, the study also found that 

cited proceedings have increased in age over 

this period. 

 

A number of factors which may have influenced 

the study’s findings are not addressed and the 

paper makes some unsupported statements. 

Clarification is required as to whether the 

relative growth in journal publications and 

conferences has differed over the period 

studied, as this may explain the decreased 

proportion of proceedings’ citations (despite the 

increase in the total number of proceedings’ 

citations). Importantly, the authors have not 

acknowledged the limitations of using the 

Thomson citation indexes which have variable 

coverage of subject fields, potentially affecting 

results. An alternative to the Thomson indexes 

(Scopus, for example, launched in 2004) includes 

a wider range of conference proceedings and 

may have produced quite different results. It is 

also debatable that the Thomson citation indexes 

include all core papers, as suggested in the 

hypothesis.  

 

For a study involving such extensive and 

complex methods of data collection, it may have 

little impact on researchers. In applying these 

methods to determine the ‘importance’ of 

proceedings, the researchers imply that citations 

are indeed a useful measure. However, the 

importance of conferences as ‚diffusion media‛ 

(acknowledged by the authors) may be better 

suited to alternative methods of measurement. 

The authors’ conclusion that ‚the extent to 

which conference proceedings are later 

converted into scientific articles ... is 

independent of the percentage of references that 

are made to conference proceedings,‛ (1783) is 

unexplained and requires supporting evidence. 

Taken as a whole, the findings may deter library 

practitioners from acquiring proceedings for 

collections if they are perceived as less 

‘important’ than other publication forms. 

However, in fields of engineering and computer 

science proceedings are relatively highly cited, 

which suggests that clients in those fields will 

benefit from access to proceedings. In our own 

field of library and information science, 

proceedings are cited at a relatively high rate 

compared with others in SSH. This, as well as 

personal experience, indicates that proceedings 
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are a valuable source of information. And while 

proceedings may not be cited at the rate of other 

publication forms, our practices may improve as 

a consequence of attending them. 
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