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Correspondence
Reply to the comments of Liu et al.

Sir,
In their paper Academic Ranking of World Universities Using Scientometrics –  A

comment to the ‘Fatal Attraction’ published in this issue of Scientometrics, LIU, CHENG
& LIU (2005) respond to my earlier paper (VAN RAAN, 2005) concerning
the ‘Shanghai ranking’. The authors outline their methodology related to the main
criteria for their ranking procedure. I here confine myself to short comments on
two methodological points and to one more conceptual point, which is in my opinion a
crucial issue.

The first methodological point concerns the time dimension in the indicator
framework. What is clear now, is that Liu et al. use different ‘time horizons’ for their
different indicators: back to 1910 for Nobel Prizes, the period 1981–1999 for the highly
cited scientists, the period 1999–2003 for the number of Nature and Science papers, and
the year 2003 for articles covered in the SCI-expanded. They do not explain how these
very different time horizons contributes to the notion of ‘who belongs now to the top’,
which is undoubtedly the question that drives the users of such rankings.

The second methodological point is that Liu et al. emphasize that they do not use
citations as an indicator. This seems to me incorrect as they use ‘highly cited scientists’
as one of their major (20% weight) indicators. What they in fact mean, is that for this
indicator they are completely dependent on what ISI/Thomson Scientific calculates and
presents.

Now the more conceptual point. Remarkable is the statement of Liu et al. that the
problem of proper affiliation does not relate to the responsibility of database manu-
facturers and the users of these data bases. Of course, the use of a certain description of
an affiliation is and will always remain the sole responsibility of authors. But this
author-related responsibility is for articles only. As soon as somebody wants to make
‘constructions’ (i.e., indicators) on a higher aggregation level that constitute an entirely
new added value in order to transform ‘the world of individual authors and publications’ into
‘the world of evaluation’, it is the responsibility of this person or institute to define an
affiliation as good as possible on the basis of any available information that must go
beyond the ‘local’ responsibility of an author for his or her article.

So if a hospital clearly has the role of a university hospital (because it is known as
such and it is indicated as such in, for instance, the website of the university’s medical
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faculty), but an article mentions only (for instance) ‘Radcliffe Hospital’, this article
must be added to the ‘broad definition’ of the university (in this example: Oxford).
Otherwise a university would miss a major part of its basic and, particularly, clinical
medical research, as compared to universities where the hospital has the word
‘University’ in its name.  It is clear that this is not always a simple procedure, as
university-related hospitals are often autonomous organizations that may have relations
with other research institutes or other institutes of higher education (for instance with
polytechnics, in the case of health care). But these ‘unifications’ has to be done as good
as possible, otherwise universities with medical research cannot be compared anymore
in a reliable way.

If a research group uses as an address only ‘CNRS, Illkirch’, it is very probably a
CNRS-financed research group working at the University of Strasbourg (1, or:
Université Louis Pasteur) (Illkirch is a suburb of Strasbourg). And if authors of the
astronomy department of Leiden University use as address only ‘Sterrewacht
(= Observatory) Leiden’, it is again the responsibility of the person or group who is
constructing an evaluation system (and a ranking system is an evaluation system) to add
this address to Leiden University; and so on.

Bibliometric analysis for evaluation purposes, or for studies of science in general, is
and must be much more than just using what is readily available in databases. This is a
crucial element of advanced bibliometric research, development and practical
application. Scientists write their publications for communication and knowledge
dissemination. Again, they are not responsible for the use of their publications for a
completely different goal, namely evaluation of scientific performance. So ‘bibliometric
evaluators’ have their own, specific responsibility that is different from and beyond that
of an individual author, particularly as far the attribution of publications concerns, as
precisely this attribution is one of the most crucial elements in the whole evaluation
process! This is a simply matter of ethical conduct as an evaluator.
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