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References are essential in scientific publications, to give 
credibility to statements made, to give credit to other 
scientists whose findings are being cited, and for use 
by readers to find further information. To fulfil these 
functions, they must be complete and accurate.

Accuracy of references
The instructions to authors of almost all journals state that 
it is the responsibility of the author to ensure the accuracy 
of references. Very few journals have staff with time to 
check references for all the possible types of errors. 

The first type of error is simple citation error, in which 
some element of the reference is incorrect. These errors 
can vary from minor annoyances, such as a typographical 
error in the title, with the only consequence of reducing 
the confidence of the reviewer or reader in the accuracy of 
the whole paper, to more severe lapses, such as misspelling 
the first author’s name or giving an incorrect date. In 
the past, such severe errors made the reference difficult 
if not impossible to trace. Now, Google will usually 
magnanimously overlook such foibles and offer the correct 
reference. 

Another type of error cannot be corrected so easily. This 
is attribution error, in which the author attributes certain 
information to the wrong paper. This type of error often 
arises when authors copy references from a secondary 
source. Specht noted that the number of such errors is 
higher if the reference was originally incorrectly cited by an 
eminent author or in a highly cited paper.1

A further error is placing a reference in the wrong 
place in a sentence, so that the reader is unsure which 
information was derived from that reference. For example, 
in the sentence ‘Smith et al. reported that mice in England 
prefer Stilton to Emmenthal, indicating a cultural bias [x].’ 
Did Smith et al. accuse the mice of cultural bias, or was it 
the authors of the paper? If the latter part of the sentence 
is a comment on the study of Smith et al., the reference 
should be placed either immediately after Smith et al. [x] or 
after ‘ … Emmenthal [x]’.

Many authors now use various systems to store, organize, 
and retrieve references that they have downloaded from 
the Internet. These systems include EndNote, the best 
known, and also ProCite and Reference Manager. Such 
systems are often bought by a university or research 
laboratory for use by their scientists. There are now also 
systems that can be downloaded free of cost. One of these, 
Mendeley, allows references to be exported to different 
styles (currently, they can export to almost 3000 different 
journal styles). Nevertheless, these reference organisers 
will probably not produce references in the exact format 
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required by a journal. Another problem is that at least some 
of the systems introduce errors into references, such as 
abbreviating ‘World Health Organization’ to ‘Organization 
WH’, or ‘AJ Van Loon’ to ‘Van LA’. Authors cannot therefore 
rely on these systems to produce error-free reference lists.

Inappropriate references
The dependence of authors and journals on the tyrannical 
system of number of citations to advance themselves has 
led to a number of dubious practices. From the author’s 
side, these include gratuitous self-citation, failing to cite 
competitors’ work,2 and citing their peers’ work even if it 
is not directly relevant to the study being reported.3 From 
the journals’ side, some now overtly ask authors to cite their 
journal a specified number of times in the reference list. 
Although these practices have been condemned, they are 
still found widely in the scientific literature.

Other inappropriate references encountered by journals 
are those that cannot be traced, such as posters and talks 
given at conferences. Authors should give the name or, 
preferably, the website of the institution that organized 
the conference. Theses are often mines of information, as 
the students who prepare them usually include detailed 
information on their methods and results and are obliged 
to undertake extensive bibliographic searches. Consulting 
theses cited in the scientific literature has until recently 
been a difficult, frustrating experience. More and more 
universities are, however, putting all Master’s and PhD 
theses online, where they can be freely consulted.

How does a journal identify inappropriate references? 
This should be one of the jobs of peer reviewers, who 
are assumed to be familiar with the relevant literature in 
a specific area. This is, however, an additional burden of 
work that many reviewers will not undertake. A great deal 
of faith is therefore placed on the integrity of the author.

Referencing systems
Now to the issue that has given rise to so much ink: 
standardization of reference styles in journals. Roderick 
Hunt, the author of the previous Handbook chapter on 
references, noted that, as ‘each book or journal is free to set 
its own stylistic requirements and the hapless contributor 
ignores these at his or her peril’, each of the approximately 
5300 scientific serials analysed each year by the Science 
Citation Index, ‘could adopt a unique style of referencing 
and change it to a new one every year for 64 000 years 
without exhausting all of the available styles … .This would 
result in more than one-third of a billion permutations of 
style.’4

There are three main referencing systems in use today. 
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The most widespread is the sequential numerical style, 
in which references are numbered in the order in which 
they appear in the text, tables, and figures. The placement 
and style of the number vary widely, appearing in brackets 
or square brackets, in roman or italic type, online or as 
superscripts. The reference list is therefore in numerical 
order. The second is the alphabetical–numerical system, in 
which the references are listed in alphabetical order, and the 
corresponding reference numbers in the text, tables, and 
figures are therefore not in numerical order. The third is 
the name and date system, formerly known as the Harvard 
system. This is the style preferred by most researchers, as 
the name of the scientist and date immediately evoke the 
article. Journals, however, prefer the numerical systems, 
which save space, allowing them to print more articles per 
issue. 

Use of the three systems appears to depend to a certain 
extent on discipline. The quantitative sciences tend to 
prefer the numerical systems, while the social sciences 
retain the name–date system. In the name–date system, 
commonly only the first three authors are included in the 
text. Some journals, however (for example, in psychology), 
list all the authors of a paper in the text reference. The main 
argument against this type of referencing is that it distracts 
the reader’s attention and disrupts the flow of the text.

Debate on the style in which references are listed 
(order of elements, typography, punctuation) has been 
roiling since the 1970s.5–10 In 1979, the International 
Steering Committee of Medical Editors, the predecessor 
of the International Committee of Medical Journal Editors 
(ICMJE), first issued the basis of what became known as 
‘Vancouver style’.11 This system, most recently issued by 
ICMJE,12 is now used by most medical and biomedical 
journals. In this style, a journal article is cited as follows:

Eichorn P, Yankauer A. Do authors check their 
references? A survey of accuracy of references in 
three public health journals. Am J Public Health. 
1987;77:1011–2.

The National Library of Medicine in the United 
States also recommends the Vancouver style13 but with 
the addition of the full date of publication and the issue 
number, thus:

Veronesi U, Maisonneuve P, Decensi A. Tamoxifen: 
an enduring star. J Natl Cancer Inst. 2007 Feb 
21;99(4):258–60.

That reference also describes the styles to be used for 
all other possible forms of publication. Apart from the fact 
that the recommended presentation includes unnecessary 
information, such as the full date and issue number, the 
style does not follow international standards, for instance 
with respect to dates (recommending year-month-day 
rather than day-month-year) and requiring only the state 
or province for publishers’ locations in the United States or 
Canada but the name of the country for locations in other 
parts of the world (for example, Oxford (England): Oxford 
University Press).

Maeve O’Connor, Secretary-Treasurer of EASE from 

1987 to 1997, published a hybrid standard14 based on 
the Vancouver style but with elements approved by the 
European Life Science Editors (ELSE, the predecessor of 
EASE) or borrowed from the Council of Biology Editors 
(CBE) in the United States.15 In the ‘CBE–ELSE–Vancouver 
style’, a journal article was cited as follows:

Eichorn P, Yankauer A. 1987. Do authors check 
their references? A survey of accuracy of references 
in three public health journals. Am J Public Health 
77:1011–1012.

This system placed the date close to the name, meeting 
readers’ preference for immediate recognition, but retained 
the sparseness of the Vancouver style.4 

At the Fifth General Assembly in Budapest in 1994, 
members accepted five proposals concerning reference 
style.16 It was recommended that, whatever referencing 
system was used, the same information elements should 
be set out, as far as possible, in the same order; that 
punctuation be kept to the minimum; that authors should 
not be required to underline, bold or italicize elements in 
a reference, that serial titles should be either abbreviated 
in accordance with the internationally recognized List of 
Serial Title Word Abbreviations or written in full; and that 
for a document with more than four authors, the names of 
the first three should be cited, followed by ‘et al.’ or by ‘and 
n others’. 

The current guidelines for the EASE Handbook, however, 
introduce punctuation and italicizing:

Kang Y., Jones E.G. and Kim S.S. Evaluation of the 
psychometric properties of the Korean language 
version of the Incontinence Quiz. Urologic Nursing 
2012; 32: 313–318.

In contrast, the reference style now used in European 
Science Editing is very close to the Vancouver style, the only 
deviations being the spelling out of the journal name and 
giving the full number range:

Marx W. Tracking historical papers and their citations. 
European Science Editing 2012;38(2):35–37.

The references in the EASE guidelines for authors and 
translators of scientific papers to be published in English 
are cited in Harvard style.17 In the reference list, up to six 
authors are named before et al. and the title of the journal is 
abbreviated and sometimes in italics, as follows:

Gasparyan AY, Ayvazyan L, Blackmore H, Kitas 
GD. 2011. Writing a narrative biomedical review: 
considerations for authors, peer reviewers, and editors. 
Rheumatol Int 31(11):1409–1417.

EASE itself is therefore somewhat schizophrenic with 
regard to reference style! Standardization is still an elusive 
goal.

In a lengthy exchange of views on the topic on the 
EASE Forum, Lorna O’Brien said that, in modern journal 
production, input references (author’s file) are converted 
to structured XML, and the output (proof) can then 
be whatever is required for a particular journal.18 The 



1.8: References

3Science Editors’ Handbook

structured XML is exactly the same regardless of the input 
or output style. This means that authors can prepare their 
references in a generic style that could be the same for 
every paper they produce, and journals will output in their 
own style from the XML. 

Regardless of what technology can do, most journals 
still require authors to cite their references in the journal 
style. Whatever one’s views on reference style and on the 
futility of abiding by apparently petty deviations from 
recommended styles, authors must follow the journal’s 
instructions in this regard – particularly because some 
journals will reject manuscripts without review if they do 
not comply with their instructions.

References or parts of references in languages other 
than English
A few words on references in languages other than English:
•	 Authors’ names with non-English features such as 

accents and letters (for example, ø) should, if possible, 
be reproduced correctly. Otherwise, they should be 
transliterated. The American Library Association and 
the Library of Congress (ALA-LC) have published 
‘romanization tables’, which cover the transliteration 
of many languages.19

•	 As so many Chinese authors have the same family 
name (129 names shared by 1.1 billion people), it is 
essential that both initials of their forename be given.20

•	 The titles of references in languages other than English 
should be given in the original (or transliterated) 
language, with an English translation and mention of 
whether the paper has an abstract in English.21

Essential elements of a reference citation
What does today’s reader really need to find a reference? 
The information required by the instructions to authors of 
journals include the authors’ names, date of publication, 
title, name of journal or publishing house, volume number 
if in a journal, and inclusive page numbers. These are all 
essential for readers who do not have access to the internet 
but rely on physical (not virtual) libraries, although it would 
probably be useful to also include the ISBN for books, 
which is not currently required. For readers with access to 
online search engines, however, some of this information is 
more important than other items.
•	 As long as authors’ careers depend on their 

names appearing in a reference (preferably first), 
despite continuing debate about ‘authorship’ and 
‘contributorship’ (see article on authorship in this 
Handbook, Chapter 3.6), the name and initials of at 
least the first author should appear. Furthermore, a 
name may have immediate connotations for someone 
working in the same field.

•	 The date of publication clearly provides important 
information.

•	 The title of the article should, if properly complete and 
informative, indicate to the reader whether he or she 
should go to the trouble of trying to obtain a full text 
version.

•	 The name of the journal is clearly useful and also 

indicates to the knowledgeable reader the ‘quality’ of 
the journal.

•	 For citations of books or book chapters, the name 
of the publisher can be useful, although this, like 
certain other aspects of references, has become largely 
superfluous with the advent of online searching. 
Likewise, the location of the publisher is sometimes 
difficult to pinpoint in these days of global companies 
(for a discussion, see 22).

•	 The volume and issue numbers of a journal may also 
have become superfluous with online searching.

•	 Inclusive page numbers give readers an idea of the 
length of the article but no longer have any search 
function.

For an online search, therefore, the reader requires 
either the first author’s name or the title of the article or 
book, the journal title, and the date, although even partial 
information may be sufficient.

The requirements for referencing a website retain some 
of these elements. Thus, the ‘author’, or institution, should 
be given, the title of the item on the website, the full URL 
(uniform resource locator), and, importantly, the date 
the site was last accessed and found to contain the item. 
Websites change rapidly; therefore, if readers at least have 
the name of the ‘author’, they can usually make contact to 
obtain a copy of the item. An international standard (ISO 
690–2) for references to electronic documents exists, as do 
recommendations from the National Library of Medicine 
in the USA.13

The near future
All of the debate described here may possibly be made 
moot by the introduction of the DOI, the digital object 
identifier, and CrossRef, an official DOI registration agency 
to ensure linking of online academic journals published 
by different publishers. The DOI consists of a string of 
characters, a ‘digital identifier’ that uniquely identifies an 
object such as an electronic document (that is, a journal 
article or online book chapter). For more information on 
the DOI, see Chapter 6.5 in this handbook.

Another change may be the introduction of unique 
author identifiers. ORCID (Open Researcher and 
Contributor ID) is a unique alphanumeric code that is being 
adopted to identify authors. It is quite possible that in the 
future this may also become an element to be incorporated 
in reference lists.
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