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In this issue Gami and colleagues1 report on their inves-
tigation of author self-citation (the practice of citing
one’s previous publications in a new publication) as a

possible source of bias in bibliometric assessment of the im-
portance of a journal or an author. Focusing on articles
about diabetes mellitus as representative of the general
clinical medical literature, they found that nearly one-fifth
of all citations per year were author self-citations. They
found no association between methodologic quality of arti-
cles and frequency of author self-citation. Compared with
review articles, original articles had double the proportion
of author self-citations. Articles published in highly cited
journals had a smaller proportion of author self-citations
than articles published in less-cited journals.

Citing is an established way for authors to declare their
sources of information and politely recognize someone’s
intellectual property. The importance of an article, author
or journal can be estimated through the number of cita-
tions each acquires. For journals, such a number is trans-
formed into the impact factor, which approximates the fre-
quency with which articles have been cited in the 2 years
after publication.2 However imperfect and potentially un-
fair it may be, the impact factor is the best measure of a
journal’s quality we have today.3,4 But what can the propor-
tion of a certain type of citation, such as author self-cita-
tion, tell us about a given article, author or journal?

A high rate of author self-citation may result from the
fact that authors stick to their specific field of research and,
naturally, rely on their previous results. To reduce article
length, authors may cite previous work in which, for exam-
ple, the same methods are described. It is also possible,
however, that they overestimate the importance of their
earlier research compared with other work they could have
cited, or that they want to increase artificially the number
of citations to their own work, thus distorting the percep-
tion of its importance. Institutional criteria for academic
advancement take into account the total number of publi-
cations by the author and sometimes the total number of
citations of that author’s work. The latter might provide in-
centive for authors to self-cite, but self-citation does not re-
ally reflect the visibility and quality of their work. Finally,
authors who publish a lot have more opportunities to cite
their own previous work, which is why author self-citation
rates may correlate with authors’ publishing productivity.
For these reasons, it is impossible to determine the level of
authors’ integrity with regard to self-citation.

Gami and colleagues’ finding that review articles had a
smaller proportion of self-citations than original scientific
articles1 may be explained by the fact that review articles are
more widely read and therefore receive more citations in
general.

Both journal self-citation (when articles in a journal cite
previous articles in the same journal) and author self-cita-
tion may influence the journal’s impact factor.5 From the 
e-table presented by Gami and colleagues1 it is clear that
author self-citations accounted for a negligible proportion
of citations in the high-impact journals and, therefore,
would not substantially distort the impact factor of those
journals. From the same data, one can also presume that
there is an inverse correlation between the proportion of
author self-citations and the impact factor of a journal. Our
analysis of citations of the Croatian Medical Journal indi-
cated that an increase in the absolute number of citations
was indeed followed by a decrease in the proportion of
both author and journal self-citations.6 The decrease in au-
thor self-citations could have been due to widening of the
author pool (a result of better international visibility of the
journal) or to increased quality of articles (which would at-
tract independent citations), or it may simply have been
mathematical, self-citations having been “diluted” by the
higher number of independent citations. The decrease in
the proportion of journal self-citations probably reflected
the journal’s increased visibility.6 Although a high propor-
tion of journal self-citations may indeed increase the im-
pact factor of a journal, in small journals this increase is il-
lusory: it does not reflect an increase in international
visibility, since the flow of information is limited mostly to
the pool of the journal’s authors and readers.

Whatever the reason, a high proportion of self-citations
per article cannot be taken solely as a reflection of the lim-
ited quality of a journal: some journals have a narrower
scope, either thematically or geographically, and conse-
quently a smaller pool of authors. Journals that are both
influential and important are characterized by a high im-
pact factor, the publication of “milestone” articles and
prestigious authors. Journals that make an important but
less influential contribution typically publish in a fruitful
area of research occupied by fewer investigators who are
nonetheless highly productive and well cited. Journals with
limited influence and importance publish in a highly spe-
cific area, have a small circulation, a high degree of overlap
between the readership and the author pool, and receive

Author self-citation in medical literature
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few citations. For almost identical reasons, an article or au-
thor with a high proportion of self-citations cannot be ac-
cused of lower research quality or integrity. This is sup-
ported by Gami and colleagues’ finding that “self-citations
had little relation with the quality of an article.”1 The total
number of citations also has to be taken into account. A
highly cited article, author or journal with a substantial
proportion of self-citations (considering the total citation
number) is more visible than the rarely cited without any
self-citations.

In this way, this noteworthy article1 opens the question
of the “morally allowable” proportion of self-citations and
offers an elegant and workable model for the pertinent
research.
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