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Guest Editorial

Love at First Cite: A Serious
Reader’s Guide to References
Several years ago, while reading a review article on treatment of feline
hyperthyroidism, I came across a clear statement, duly referenced, that
methimazole causes platelet dysfunction in cats. I was excited to see that the
problem of nonthrombocytopenic bleeding in cats on methimazole had
been solved, but I was a little disappointed because I had been working to
find an answer to that problem in my own laboratory and had been unsuc-
cessful. I turned to the last page of the article, anxious to check the refer-
ence, and found, surprisingly, that one of my own publications had been
cited as the basis for the statement.1 In that reference (a book chapter), I
had stated that some cats on methimazole exhibit abnormal bleeding
despite normal platelet counts, a statement I had referenced carefully,2 and
that studies were ongoing to investigate the effects of methimazole on
platelet function. After I picked myself up off the floor, and feeling guilty, I
went back to the original chapter to make sure I had not said anything mis-
leading. In the chapter, I had suggested that methimazole might cause
platelet dysfunction but had stated clearly that further investigation was
needed.1
Inaccuracies in journal article citations are common,3,4 not just in veteri-

nary medicine, but probably in all fields. Careful scrutiny of references by
editors and reviewers can reduce the rate of errors in citations5 but cannot
eliminate them completely. Checking the actual content of each citation and
determining its validity as a reference is an impossible job for an editorial
staff. It is the responsibility of the authors. Authors, being human, often fail
to meet this responsibility, leaving it to the reader to determine the validity
of a referenced statement. A long list of citations might give the impression
that a manuscript has been thoroughly vetted by its authors, but that is not
always the case. Conversely, a short list of citations should not be assumed
to be inadequate, because the references may be very good and accurately
applied. So how is a reader to know if those little superscripted numbers
should assure the validity of a statement or arouse suspicion?
The best way to determine the quality of a reference is to read it. Obvi-

ously, that would be impossible for most of us. Even if I had that much free
time, I doubt I would want to spend it searching for original publications. I
always, however, make sure to at least check for some characteristics that
might give me a clue about the overall quality of an article’s citations. Here
are the things I look for:

Book chapters. Referencing book chapters is a common practice in the
biomedical literature. I often do it in my own manuscripts, but it’s not
always justified. As an example, I recently read an article in a respected der-
matology journal that contained a statement that hypothyroidism is the
most common endocrine disease in dogs.This statement is found frequently
in the veterinary endocrinology literature, and it’s one of my pet peeves. My
opinion is that hypothyroidism is much less common than most veterinari-
ans think, although it may well be the most commonly diagnosed (not nec-



essarily correctly) endocrine disease in dogs. The state-
ment in the dermatology article was supported by a ref-
erence to a chapter on hypothyroidism in a textbook.6
The chapter says nothing of the kind. In fact, the chap-
ter contains a table showing that diabetes mellitus is the
most common hormone deficiency syndrome seen in
the authors’ practice. The citation in the dermatology
journal was clearly misrepresented.
In the same article, I found a statement that patients

with hypothyroidism can present with bacterial dermati-
tis and otitis as the only signs. Finding that statement
difficult to believe, I looked up the citation. The listed
reference was another textbook chapter. I looked up the
chapter in the sixth edition of the book and found that it
referenced the fifth edition. The fifth edition cited the
fourth edition.The fourth edition cited the third edition.
In the third edition, the statement on which the suspi-
cious claim was based was referenced by the author’s
unpublished data and by an obscure, 27-year-old
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research article on mice. I dug up the mouse article and
found that it had nothing whatsoever to do with
hypothyroidism and was an erroneous citation to begin
with. This is an extreme example, but references to text-
book chapters should always be viewed with a little sus-
picion, especially if a controversial claim is being made.
Textbook chapters are not subjected to scientific scrutiny
by peer reviewers. They often contain statements based
largely on expert opinion. As an author of numerous
textbook chapters, I am most certainly guilty of that.

Nonrefereed peer-review publications. There are dif-
ferent levels of peer review. The highest level of scrutiny
belongs to journals with official review by a review panel.
These journals typically publish lists of reviewers. Other
journals rely mostly on editors and editorial panels,
sometimes using outside peer reviewers, but usually not
publishing lists of reviewers.These are referred to as non-
refereed peer-review journals. While they can be of very
high quality, the level of scrutiny is not always as great as

with a refereed journal.
Proceedings. Published proceed-

ings f rom scientific meetings are
often used as references for journal
articles. This practice should be
viewed as extremely suspect. Not
only are proceedings usually not sub-
jected to peer review, they are usually
not even seen by an editor.

Abstracts. Abstracts are usually
subjected to some level of scientific
review, but it is almost never as rigor-
ous as that for refereed journal arti-
cles. Abstracts can sometimes be
almost hidden in a reference list.
Consider the following example:

Gilor C, Graves TK. Serum fructosamine
does not correlate with body weight, body
condition score or age in cats. J Vet Intern
Med 2007;21:595.

To the unsuspecting eye, this looks
like an article in a highly respected
journal. It is not. It is an abstract
from the annual ACVIM Forum. It
should not be given the same weight
as a regular manuscript. It is also an
example of an abstract not being
identified clearly as such, which it
should be. Furthermore, an old



abstract should probably be considered a fairly weak reference because
abstracts that do not eventually become full-length manuscripts might not
be completely reliable.

Old references. If a statement is so basic that a decades-old reference will
suffice to support its validity, it probably doesn’t need a reference at all. Oth-
erwise, old references risk being outdated.

Theses. References to master’s- or PhD-degree theses should sometimes
be viewed with suspicion. A degree candidate’s thesis is supposed to be
reviewed by a graduate committee, but that is not the same as anonymous
peer review. If an older thesis is referenced, one has to wonder why no refer-
eed journal publications came from the thesis work being cited.

Self-references. Sometimes an author is the only person published on a
given topic and has no choice but to reference his or her own works. A ref-
erence or two by the main article’s author is a good thing. It lets the reader
know something about the author’s background and expertise. Too much
self-referencing, however, can be a sign of tunnel vision.

Personal communications. References to personal communications pro-
vide just about the weakest possible support for a statement in an article.

Unpublished observations. Similar to personal communications, refer-
ences to unpublished observations should probably not be used unless they
pertain to something that does not affect the meaning of the article or
interpretation of data.

Any given reference can be perfectly valid, but a little cynicism is a healthy
thing when it comes to reading the scientific literature. Most veterinary
journal editors do excellent work when it comes to policing the accuracy and
appropriateness of references. Unfortunately, some references fall through
the cracks. A high level of expertise is required not only of authors, editors,
and reviewers but also of readers. Personally, I think that’s a good thing.

Thomas K. Graves, DVM, PhD, DACVIMa

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
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A little cynicism is a healthy thing when it comes
to reading the scientific literature.
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