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The diverse roles of citation indexes in
scientific research
*Eugene Garfield

I want to thank Dr. Alarcon-Segovia for inviting me
to help to celebrate the 1OOhbirthday of Dr. Salvador
Zubiran. Perhaps Dr. Z&ran left you his formula for
long life. It would be nice to return here to celebrate
my own 1OO* birthday. Dr. Alarcon-Segovia and I had
many telephone and email exchanges. Eventually, we
decided it would be best to speak about “Los roles
diversos de indices de citation en la investigation
cienttfica”.
When the Science Citation Index was first
introduced in 1964, there was little doubt that its
primary function was information retrieval. For about
ten years there were controversial discussions
amongst librarians about its usefulnessfor searching
the literature. Being conservative and trained to use
Index Medicus, as well as Chemical and 6io/ogica/
Abstracts, they were at first reluctant to acquire the
SCI. Today, its role in libraries is well established.
Acquiring SCI is determined primarily on the grounds
of cost, and not on the basisof utility. Since it is multidisciplinary and includes abstracts, many libraries give
it a higher priority than traditional abstracting
services. After my talk, I will give you a live
demonstration of the latest technological
development of SC/ now called the Web of Science.
However, the transformation of SC/ from print to
CD-ROM a decade ago already accentuated its use
as a bibliometric tool for quantitative scientometric
analyses. Indeed SC/ was the first computer-generated
index and one of the first to be made available on-line
in 1972. Unfortunately, time does not permit me to
discussall of the varied types of retrieval problems
that can be solved uniquely with SCI. But there is one
fundamental use that every scientist should learn
which complements the use of primary journals and
Medline. No matter where you have encountered or
learned about a paper, book, or patent, you should
check the SC/ to learn whether and where that paper
has been cited. As editors and authors, this will
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provide the assurancethat relevant material will not
be overlooked when publishing new work.
Later in my talk, I will discussthe status of Mexican
research in a few areas and provide a brief
scientometric analysis showing the relative impact of
research in the dozen most-active Mexican
biomedical specialties. I also will report on the
number of papers covered in the SCI and the
percentage in Spanishor English.
In the forty years since we started Current
Contents the literature has been transformed
enormously. While science was fundamentally always
international in character, globalization has increased
the dominance of Englishas the language of science.
But this does not mean there is no longer a need for
journals published in vernacular languages. However,
the role of these local journals is, I believe,
fundamentally changed. Whereas one might argue in
1957 thathundreds of foreign-language journals
contributed significantly to international research,
today that is an illusion. While there may be political
or other rationales for publishing research of local
interest in this or that revista, your best scientists are
motivated to publish in the highest impact
international journals. Of course, any country can
aspire to publish journals with international scope and
the Internet may facilitate that possibility. But, in my
opinion, local journals, especially in medicine and
other applied fields, have the primary job of
reviewing international research in Spanish, or
reporting research of local interest. Undoubtedly,
there are problems in each country which are unique,
but it is unreasonable to expect researchers in highimpact research fields to follow all these local
journals. I say this even though CC and SCI cover
quite a few such local journals. In some respects, ISI’s
policy is counterproductive because resentment is
created among the hundreds of other local journals
that are not yet covered by ISI. And those journals
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