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EDITORIAL
 

 

Correlation between article download and citation of
scientific publications

The ease of access to information resources is becoming
increasingly important when consulting a source of
information. When researchers weigh the factors that
lead them to decide which articles to read, the second
most relevant factor, following the topic of the article, is
the ease of access online. According to a recent survey,
the ease of access is the main reason to choose to read a
publication, even more so for young researchers [1].

A recent analysis of article downloading developed by
researchers from 4 universities in Spain (Universidad de
Burgos, León, Salamanca, and Valladolid) of the Elsevier,
Emerald Springer, and Wiley journals shows that the
downloads found have increased in the years 2012-2018,
with Elsevier and ScienceDirect being the most used
provider by far compared to the rest 2. A priori, the
demand for information is elastic, due to the variety of
preferences of researchers, the search for information is
concentrated in a limited number of reputable titles and
linked to obtaining stability in academia [3]. Therefore,
several journals in these databases have little or no
use; however, the increase in downloads that has been
observed leads to an increase in the reading and citation
of articles from these journals, so it is needed to verify
if the rise in the use of subscribed electronic journals is
accompanied by an increase in their use in the publications
of their researchers through the citations they make.

Citation analysis has been widely used to demonstrate
the value of collections since the 1970s. In one study,
they used a sample of journals and their references by
combining the data obtained with the results of a survey on
reading trends to evaluate the collections of a university
library, using the Web of Knowledge to identify the journals
where professors publish and the journals they cite in
their publications [4]. The use of download statistics as the
only measure to evaluate journals and/or collections is not
recommended, as demonstrated in a paper. It is indicated
that several factors make it difficult to assign value to
journals: the design of the platforms, the variety of titles
included in the packages, the amount of content in the
journals, and the changes associated with them -changes
in title, platform, publisher -, and the difficulty of assigning
a value to the items. It rightly shows that statistics need
close scrutiny for peculiar anomalies before they can be
considered valid [5]. Other research shows that article
downloads only imply readings sometimes, or a real use
of the article. Collection evaluation should not be based
solely on usage of statistics because these show more

of the usefulness of the resources being evaluated than
their value, that is, the purpose of a resource [? , 6] In
addition, another difficulty in assessing the collections is
that the use of the articles varies in purpose and intensity
depending on the disciplines, so without knowing the data
environment, it is not possible to attribute an adjusted
value. Statistics without context have relative value ”it is
dangerous to assume that a popular title is more valuable
because students used it, than a specialized journal article
used by few researchers in a specific discipline” [7].

While many examples in the literature rely on usage
data (article downloads) or citation analysis, there are
few studies that assemble data sets that combine both
evaluative methods [8]. A recent study considering
downloads vs. citations has concluded that Journals
are the only means of diffusion that consistently fulfills
all the functions that they have traditionally attributed
-registration, curation, evaluation, distribution, and
archiving- and that allow to institutionalize and confidently
add a contribution to the body of knowledge. Along with the
metrics based on the positioning of the journals in themain
bibliographic databases or on the citations received, other
alternative metrics have emerged, including download
data. These alternative metrics are in the process of
consolidation, mainly because they need to be studied
in relation to traditional metrics. It was confirmed that
there is a significant correlation between citations and
downloads. The downloads indicate the use of certain
contents, and the citations indicate the usefulness of these
same contents to build new research [9].

Social networks are other means of disseminating
scientific information. Alternative metrics have been
generated evaluating the impact of scientific publications
on social networks. In a study, we evaluated whether there
is a correlation between the activity of internal medicine
journals on social networks and traditional journal activity
on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and Instagram. According
to Scimago, SJR index was higher in journals with social
networks vs. journals without social networks, showing a
strong correlation between social network activity metrics,
compared to traditional metrics based on the number of
citations in internal medicine journals [6].

Additionally, Counter usage statistics are not yet
considered to be a strong enough foundation to build
a new global measure like Usage Factor (UF), but
confidence in them is growing, and they are seen as the
only viable foundation for UF. Opinions vary widely on how
to calculate a usage factor, and in particular on how to
define the following terms: ”total usage,” ”specified usage
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period,” and ”total number of articles published online.”
To refine the definitions of these terms, it will be necessary
to carry out tests with real use data. Counter, in general,
is trusted by both librarians and publishers, and it is seen
as having a role in the development and maintenance of
UFs, possibly in collaboration with another information
industry’s organization. The organization performing
this function must be trusted by both librarians and
publishers, and must include representatives from both
groups. However, several structural issues with online
usage data would need to be accounted for in order for
UFs to be credible. The perception that online usage data
is much more manipulable than citation data is noticeable.
A typical large academic library subscribes to more than
20,000 journals. Only about 8,000 of them are indexed
in the Science Citation Index, which acts as a source to
calculate the Impact Factors. One of the advantages of the
UF is that, in theory, it could cover all online journals [10].
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