Is Paper Uncitedness a Function of the Alphabet?
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Introduction

Citation counts are well-established measures of
researchers’ scientific impact. One would assume
that external factors, such as someone’s name, over
which an individual has little control over, does not
influence such indicators. Yet, reference lists and —
to a lesser extent—search results from online data-
bases, are often presented in alphabetical order
sorted by first author surname. A large number of
scientific journals use parenthetical referencing
styles (a.k.a. Harvard referencing style) in which
partial parenthetical citations (such as author+date
or author+title) are embedded in the text, accompa-
nied by an alphabetized list of complete citations at
the end. These lists may be consulted to locate a
specific item (known-item search) but are also used
in a scanning mode, usually from top (A) to bottom
(Z), to identify papers that would potentially pro-
vide answers to a question or reinforce an argu-
ment.

In marketing and advertising research it is well
recognized that product positioning influences
choice and selection and that usually “first is best”,
i.e., that items presented first usually have a better
chance of being selected (Carney & Banaji, 2012).
Such a phenomenon has also been observed by
Haque and Ginsparg (2009, p. 2215) who measured
a significant correlation between article position in
the arXiv repository and citation impact, due the
“visibility” effect that “can drive early readership,
with consequent early citation potentially initiating
a feedback loop to more readership and citation.”
Order of presentation (or scanning order) is also
central to Cooper’s utility theory (1971) since items
consulted earlier will find a better chance of being
useful to a searcher.

Taking these elements into account, authors with a
surname whose initial letter arrives early in the
alphabet get more visibility, a situation that is fur-
ther compounded by the fact that in multi-authored
papers, authorship order is sometimes determined
by alphabetical rank. This practice is even fairly
common in some fields such as economics and
finance, mathematics, high-energy physics, market-
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ing, political science, international relations and law
(Frandsen & Nicolaisen, 2010, p. 615; Levitt &
Thelwall, 2012, p. 725; Waltman, 2012, p. 701). In
the field of economics where authorship order is
almost always determined alphabetically, research
has shown that economists with early surnames
(i.e., with initial letters that occur early in the al-
phabet) publish more articles (van Praag & van
Praag, 2008), are more likely to get employment at
high standard research departments (Efthyvoulou,
2008) and receive more tenure at top economic
departments (Einav & Yariv, 2006), since “the
order of authorship, rather than contributorship, is
commonly used to assess the prestige that an author
incurs from a published research study” (Chambers,
Boath, & Chambers, 2001, p. 1461).

Literature Review

Citation likelihood based on author’s surname posi-
tion in the alphabet has also been the subject of
some recent studies. McCarl (1993) found that
authors receive approximately 0.5% less first author
citations per letter the latter their names are in the
alphabet. Laband and Tollison (2006) showed that
“alphabetized co-authored papers with two authors
are more highly cited than non-alphabetized co-
authored papers” in both economics and agricultur-
al economics. In a large-scale study Huang (2015,
p- 780) revealed that “papers with first authors
whose surname initials appear earlier in the alpha-
bet get more citations [and that this effect] is signif-
icantly stronger in those fields with longer refer-
ence lists.”

This later observation reinforces the idea that the
browsing effect is to the advantage of papers listed
towards the top of alphabetized reference lists since
readers are more likely to run out of patience before
they get to the end of the list. To corroborate these
findings, our study will look at the reverse effect,
namely the greater invisibility of papers appearing
at the end of reference lists by measuring the uncit-
edness rates of papers as correlated to the first au-
thor’s position in the alphabet.



Data and Methodology

The data set used in this study was obtained from
the Web of Science databases and consists of all the
scientific papers published between the years 2000
and 2013, totalling 15,056,841 source items. Papers
are assigned to one of the fourteen disciplines of the
National Science Foundation (NSF) classification.
Field-normalized citations rates for each paper were
calculated, and grouped by the first letter of the
surname of the first author, which means that each
paper was counted only once in the dataset.

Results and Discussion

Preliminary analysis reveals that, in most of the
fourteen NSF disciplines, uncitedness rates tend to
increase with the progression of the first author’s
last name in the alphabet indicating that papers with
a first author whose last name starts with a letter
that occurs later in the alphabet might be less visi-
ble. Correlation coefficients are the strongest in the
disciplines of Mathematics and Physics (figure 1)
indicating that the practice in these disciplines to
list co-authors on the basis of author’s position in
the alphabet seems to exacerbate this problem.
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Figure 1. Uncitedness rates of Mathematics and
Physics papers by initial letter of first author’s sur-
name.

Further analysis at the level of specialty of the NSF
classification will validate whether such effects are
observable in other fields (such as Economics &
Finance) where the tradition of listing co-authors
alphabetically is highly prevalent, as well as the
potential effect of researchers from specific coun-
tries whose surnames are more likely to start with a
letter that appear towards the end of the alphabet.
On the whole, these results show that papers whose
first author bears a surname that is at the end of the
alphabet are at a disadvantage in terms of citation
rates, a finding that is likely a consequence of the
current structure of reference lists and of search
results from online databases.

In a more detailed analysis, confounding factors
such as the higher prevalence of names beginning
with some letters and the concentration of names
from certain regions will be considered.
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