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Low Sensitivity and Specificity of Existing Bibliometric Indices Gives Unrealistic Picture of an Author’s Contribution to Science

Dear Editor,
just recently an article has been 

published about values of biblio-
metric indices of medical and health 
sciences fellows of the African 
Academy of Sciences, which in the 
Discussion section compared average 
values of indices achieved by mem-
bers of this, and some other Acade-
mies with average values of indices 
achieved by members of Academy of 
Medical Sciences of Bosnia & Herze-
govina (AMSBiH). The authors con-
cluded that there are great differ-
ences between the academies, and 
AMSBiH was used as an example of 
an academy with low bibliometric 
indices of its members (1). Behind 
this conclusion lies an insinuation 
that members of AMSBiH contrib-
uted less to the medical science than 
members of other academies. How-
ever, is this the truth, or distorted 
picture due to use of insensitive and 
insufficiently specific indices and re-
sultant figures?

In order to answer to this ques-
tion, a study is needed that would 
go into the depth of scientific con-
tribution of an author, and take into 
account number of authors per pub-
lished paper and amount of work an 
author actually invested in obtaining 
the results. It is not the same thing 
if a researcher performed hundreds 
of in vitro/in vivo experiments or ex-
amined hundreds of patients within 
the framework of a clinical trial, re-
porting it finally in a publication (pri-
mary research), as if some other re-
searcher collected publicly available 
data from web pages of national insti-
tutions involved in healthcare, re-ar-

ranged them, combined, processed 
or compared with data from other 
nations (secondary research). As 
well, there is enormous difference in 
scientific contribution of an author, 
if his/her publication has only 2-3 
authors, or more than 100 (there are 
some examples with more than 1000 
authors!), but current bibliometric 
indices (H-index, total number of 
citations, etc.) do not make a differ-
ence, assigning all citations of an ar-
ticle to each of its authors, regardless 
of their number (2).

Just as an example how far the 
things may go, let us consider a case 
of randomly chosen author (the name 
will remain hidden in order to avoid 
violating interests of this author) 
who published together with other 
collaborators of the Global Burden of 
Disease Study (3). At Google Scholar 
profile of that researcher there is a 
number of publications listed, cited 
a couple of thousands times, and 
H-index is high; however, about one-
third of the published papers are re-
ports on global burden of certain dis-
eases, that compiled data from many 
nations within the framework of the 
Global Burden of Disease Study. Each 
of these publications has more than 
100 authors (some more than 700 au-
thors), they are highly cited, but sum 
of citations of these publications 
make 87% of that author’s total cita-
tions, and they make 82% of publica-
tions accounted for his/her H-index! 
Therefore, because all citations of 
these publications were assigned to 
this author, his/her total number of 
citations and H-index are very high, 
making unrealistic picture of that 
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author’s scientific contribution. True contribution is re-
flected by number of the articles citations divided by the 
number of authors, which would reduce number of cita-
tions of that author for about 10 times.

In the light of the abovementioned facts, low ranking of 
the AMSBiH among similar academies by values of cur-
rently used bibliometric indices does not necesarily re-
flect its true rank, and true scientific contribution of its 
members (4-6). There is urgent need to modify currently 
used bibliometric indices, and make them more sensitive 
and specific for measuring scientific contribution of an 
author, academy or nation.
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